
 

 
The Role of Community Outreach in the 
Toronto District Model Schools:  A Multi-

case Research Study 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Final Report: 
June 2011 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prepared by Dr. Dominique Rivière 
Research Officer, Centre for Urban Schooling 

OISE/UT 
dominique.riviere@utoronto.ca  



 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
The completion of this report would not have been possible without 
the contributions of the following graduate students: 
 
• CUS Volunteers Yuko Bessho, Carol-Ann Burke, Josh 

Goodbaum, Deirdre Gomes, and Mairi McDermott; 
 
• CUS Research Assistants Burçu Ntelioglou, Saskia Stille, and 

Maggie Dunlop 
 
I would also like to thank Dr. Eunice Jang for her invaluable support 
and feedback. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 

Table of Contents 
 
 
 
 
 
SECTION ONE:  Introduction 1 – 2  
  
SECTION TWO: Summary of Findings from Phase I  3 – 9  
  
SECTION THREE:  Findings from Phase II – Online Survey  10 – 18  
  
SECTION FOUR:  Discussion – Phase I and Phase II Findings  19 – 20  
  
SECTION FIVE:  Conclusion and Final Recommendations  21 
  
APPENDIX A:  Full Report of Findings from Phase I  22 – 30  
  
APPENDIX B:  Administrator and Community Support Worker Online 
Surveys from Phase II  

31 – 34  

 
 
 
 
 



 1 

SECTION ONE:  Introduction 
 
In 2008, the TDSB hired twenty-four Community Support Workers (CSWs) to work with the 
Model Schools and their cluster communities to foster school community relationships, 
promote parental engagement, contribute to equity in the schools, and make sure that the 
needs of “at-risk” students are met. The stated goal of the CSW position was to “develop, 
engage and participate in system-wide parent and community engagement/partnership 
initiatives that close the achievement gap and enhance student success”, based on the 
following four areas of programming:1 
 

• Equity/Inclusive Schools 
• Parent Engagement/Involvement  
• School-Community Partnerships 
• Provision of Supports to Vulnerable, At-risk Students 

 
In that same year, researchers from the Centre for Urban Schooling at OISE/UT approached 
the Research Department and the Model Schools Steering Committee at the TDSB, to 
propose a project focused on the impact of the CSW position on the Model Schools and their 
surrounding communities.  Based on the CSWs’ four areas of programming (as provided to 
us by the TDSB Equity Committee), the project had two main purposes:  first, it aimed to 
understand how community support work operates to address the needs of students in 
specific underserved communities, and to examine the value added that community 
outreach brings to Model Schools.  To be clear, the project was not designed to be a 
performance evaluation or review of any particular CSW:  it was an investigation of what the 
position of “Community Support Worker”, as part of the TDSB’s overall system of community 
outreach, brings to inner city schools, in particular, and to education, in general. 
 
Second, this research hoped to present a complete analysis of what strategies have worked 
best for each of the schools in particular contexts, the results achieved, and some of the 
lessons learned. Therefore, this project was also aimed at highlighting the most effective and 
innovative support practices for students that might arise from fostering school-community 
relationships.   
 
Data for this project were collected from several sources: 
 

• Interviews with randomly-selected CSWs and school administrators 
• Focus groups with parents/guardians and community agency workers 
• Observation of randomly-selected CSWs’ interactions with the school community 
• Anonymous online survey for all Model School administrators and CSWs 

 
All personal names and other identifying details (e.g. geographic locations) were falsified, in 
order to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants.  It is possible, however, 
that they may be identifiable to those who are familiar with school-community activities and 
personnel at the TDSB.  This is a circumstance that is impossible to avoid, given the small 
number of participants. 
 
Data collection occurred in two phases, between May 2008 and December 2010.  The 
Centre expects that data-rich evidence from this study will help the school community to 

                                            
1 Community Support Workers Outline. Provided by the TDSB Equity Committee Department, 2008.  
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better understand the role of the CSW, and to strengthen community outreach work, which is 
an important component of successful schooling for vulnerable families and students.  
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SECTION TWO:  Summary of Findings from Phase I 
 
This section of the report is a summary of Phase I data (2008 – 2009)2:  individual interviews 
with two CSWs; individual interviews with two Principals; focus groups with three groups of 
parents; and focus groups with three groups of community agency workers.  Qualitative 
analysis revealed six broad themes from these data: 
 

• the role of CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 
• the role of the CSW in linking school-community resources (i.e. capacity-building 

outside the school) 
• the contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in their Model 

Schools (i.e. capacity-building inside the school) 
• perceptions of the daily work of CSWs 
• the role of schools in diverse urban communities 
• the contribution of the CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments 

 
Further thematic analysis suggested that the relationship between these six themes and the 
CSWs’ four areas of programming looked like this: 
 
Equity/Inclusive Schools 

• the contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in the schools 
• the contribution of CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments 

 
Parent Engagement/Involvement & Provision of Supports to Vulnerable, At-risk Students 

• the role of CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 
 
School-Community Partnerships 

• the role of the CSWs in linking school-community resources 
• the role of schools in diverse urban communities 

 
“Perceptions of the daily work of CSWs” is missing from the above list because, as the 
analysis showed, CSWs’ work is not so easily categorized, due in large part to the fact that 
different stakeholders perceived this work differently.  It was more useful, therefore, to think 
of CSWs’ daily work as taking place over three, interrelated levels:  Social, School, and 
Individual.   
 
The Social Level:  Influences of the broader society on the work of Community Support 
Workers 
 
The contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in the schools 

The CSW role fits within an overall framework of equity, diversity, and inclusiveness.  
This framework is designed to address the social inequalities that create specific needs in 
their communities.  CSWs identify those needs, and then set up programs to fill them:   
 

“[L]ast year we could partner with Parks and Rec, and last year we set up a Monday 
and Friday afterschool program here so kids had a place to go that was safe, that was 
structured, parents felt good about their kids being there.” (CSW A) 

 

                                            
2 To read the full Phase I report, please see APPENDIX A.  
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However, CSWs also identified barriers to implementation of some programs. These 
barriers were both financial and logistical, and in some cases were sufficient to stop progress 
on some programs.  The barriers included:  securing permits for after-school programs, 
police checks, parent involvement, and food safety certificates for nutrition programs.   

Furthermore, there were some data to suggest that identifying areas of need was not 
a simple or linear process, nor was it the sole responsibility of the CSWs.  For example, one 
administrator stated that her/his school used action research to 
 

“… [set] clear and manageable targets because […] we could have about 6 or 7 areas 
of need, [and] those could all be addressed but not well. So we as a school need to 
address maybe one or two so that we can engage in the practice of constant reflection 
and improvement rather than constant engagement ‘just keep doing it and doing it’…” 
(Principal B) 

 
The contribution of CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments  

Although community agencies share common goals with schools, they perceived 
schools to be somewhat closed to their involvement.  The CSWs were seen to be facilitating 
a shift in this perception, and community organizations reported feeling more like allies 
working with schools:   
 

“We’ve started having relationships with the teachers now…the folks that understand, 
I try to gather them around and start building that relationship” (CSW C) 

 
“[Our CSW is] actually doing what we’d have to fight to do, all every day...” (Agency 
focus group A) 

 
However, data indicated that the way the CSWs were able to support this shift 

depended on the role of the school leadership/administrators.  In particular, without support 
from the school itself, CSWs and other community workers felt a separation between 
themselves and the school team: 
 

“[I] walk into a school with an incredible program to extend to the kids at the school, 
and I say I’m from City of Toronto Parks and Forestry and Recreation, automatically 
it’s ‘well we have our own programs’, but the reality is that if you have 600 students, 
your after school program probably only takes 15 to 20 of those students, what 
happens to the other 560? You have all of these incredible free things to offer and 
someone right at the front, whether it starts with the secretary who knocks you 
down...” (Agency focus group A) 
 
“We actually want to help and we keep trying to come in and we keep being pushed 
out, sometimes let in, sometimes pushed out...there needs to be an understanding 
that we are not only serving one aspect of a person’s life, we’re serving a whole” 
(Agency focus group A) 

  
With respect to their children, parents in this study understood that this last point –

serving the whole person – applied to schools, as well.  They realized that schools were 
working hard to meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of students.  They also 
believed, however, that schools needed to adopt a more nuanced and sustained approach to 
addressing the needs of the community, and that CSWs were an integral part of this process: 
 

“You’ve gotta have people within the school that are able to do what teachers [can’t 
always do], they’re in a classroom, teaching six hours per day and it’s not always an 
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option to help, they have to leave their jobs and go home to their own families” (Parent 
focus group B) 

 
Communication is an integral part of this process; however, the multilingual nature of Toronto 
presents unique challenges to effective communication and outreach between schools and 
parents.  Findings indicated that language differences caused problems for making phone 
calls, conducting meaningful parent-teacher interviews, and dealing with problems together:  
 

“We need to have people who speak different languages who are going to be ready to 
help, because just coming to a parent teacher meeting and you don’t understand what 
the teacher’s saying, and you rely on your children to do the interpreting…” (Agency 
focus group A) 
 
As the next section shows, for newcomer parents in particular, language differences 

and lack of knowledge about the Ontario school system served to create barriers to parental 
involvement and engagement. 
 
The School Level:  Influences of school culture and organization on CSWs’ work  
 
The role of the CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 

Many families in the CSWs’ communities do not have prior experience or knowledge 
of how to support their children in Ontario schools. This may be because the family is new to 
Canada, or has barriers to communicating with and understanding what is happening at 
school.  Our data showed that the CSWs played a significant role in educating and helping 
these families to support their children’s academic success: 
 

“I try to interject [at the parent council to facilitate inclusion] where the conversation is 
hard to access, when conversation starts to happen just between people who are in 
the know and not so much for people who are trying to take that next step to 
becoming involved” (CSW A) 
 
“[A] key piece for me, in terms of parent engagement, is increasing what I would call 
the community-based engagement, whereby they are attending meetings and being a 
part of the decision making process of issues that involve their children.  Not only 
individually, but the whole community.” (Principal B) 
 

One administrator reminded us, however, of what can get in the way of parents feeling able 
to forge connections and trust with the school: 
 

“I think what hinders the parent engagement is cold. When a school seems to be cold; 
when the school is not approachable; when they feel they cannot approach staff and 
talk to them…” (Principal B) 

 
Further findings indicated that the CSW also connected the school to networks within 

the community, establishing partnerships that could assist students and their families: 
 

“It allows the school to tap into a whole other knowledge base about what might be 
going on with the kids and the community and how this influences the children’s 
learning, so the school benefits by being able to roll out a general program more 
effectively” (CSW A) 
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“…every program we bring into the school should align socially [and] emotionally with 
the curriculum in the school, which some are not […]  It’s not always about having a 
test or an assignment.  It’s about experiences and that’s where the CSW role comes 
in:  to bring in experiential learning and they are valuable learning experiences.” 
(Principal B) 

 
 Finally, some data suggested that CSWs could also contribute to the engagement 
(and achievement) of vulnerable, or “at-risk” students: 

“Basically [CSWs] have to identify which students are at-risk, identify what is making 
them at-risk, and work collaboratively together to support the students so that they 
move out of that sphere of being identified as at-risk. We must move towards a model 
of what I call ‘graduating students’, rather than perpetual assistance.  
[…]  
 
[We’ve] got to look at finding the program and supporting them in a way that it’s okay 
to graduate to move students out of programs rather than keeping them in the 
programs. Instead saying ‘oh they still might need, they still might need’ […] One of 
the biggest pieces we need to do systemically and also within our own school 
structures is to track them, and not just track students by them being in our program 
but also how well they’re doing in it. […] And that’s where the CSWs can [help]. Their 
biggest piece is that research piece; is that tracking piece.” (Principal B) 

 
The role of the CSWs in linking school-community resources 

With respect to school-community partnerships, this research showed that CSWs 
played a significant role in cultivating relationships between the school and outside 
community agencies and organizations.  These organizations generally provided the 
specialized services that schools were not necessarily able to, thereby filling in the gaps to 
address the needs that schools alone cannot meet: 
 

“I see my role as one to spark the partnership and to maintain it.  In schools 
administration is really busy, teachers get caught up in their own things too, so it’s 
nice for them to have somebody build partnerships and be the contact person.” (CSW 
B) 
 

 “In that position, [the CSW] facilitates so many different things that the school and the 
 parent council don’t have the time or the resources to do... it’s made a huge difference 
 since she’s been here” (Parent focus group B) 
 
Yet, there were also significant barriers to making the school a hub within the community.  
These barriers included difficulties in gaining access to use the school property, in gaining 
access to school decision-makers to discuss ideas for programs and partnerships, and other 
such institutional hurdles. 
 

Overall, findings indicated that developing and cultivating school-community 
relationships is an ongoing process. Administrative turnover in schools and community 
agencies is a particular challenge to maintaining the momentum of CSW work when priorities 
seem to change:    
 

“When there’s a changeover in administration, you have to start all over again from 
scratch, you have to build that relationship again from NOTHING when you had 
already established it.” (Agency focus group A) 
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The role of schools in diverse urban communities 
The role of the CSW was especially important given the fact that communities across 

Toronto are diverse and unique; therefore, each school needs to understand and respond to 
the needs of families in its vicinity: 
 

 “Every community needs a different kind of bridge because we are not all the same” 
(Parent focus group A) 

 
This also applied to the emotional needs of students and their families:    
 

“We don’t have compartment lives...there is a lot at stake and parents, teachers, and 
communities should come together...it’s all connected, you can’t take it apart, then it 
falls.   Everything else falls so you need everybody to work together” (Parent focus 
group A) 
  

 
The Individual Level:  Influences of the CSW’s dispositions and experiences on their work 
 
Perceptions of the daily work of CSWs 

What the above data suggest that a CSW’s “people skills” are of incredible 
importance, given the multiple roles they play, and the various constituents they serve.  
Interview data from individual CSWs provided further support for this point. What emerged 
from this analysis was the role that CSW experience, community knowledge, relationship 
development and interpersonal skills have upon their job: 

 
 “I’m not a social worker, I’m a community support worker, and it’s different…I try to 
 create those spaces and have teachers be present so they understand and build that 
 relationship with these young people” (CSW C) 

 
That being said, there are still some areas of concern that need to be addressed: 

 
“The CSW position itself when it was originally envisioned, and I along with others sat 
on that when we were doing this a number of years ago, and its role was to be very 
much a community based role supporting and bringing community based programs 
and aligning them with the practices of the school; we’re still moving towards that. It’s 
not completely where it should be.” (Principal B) 

 
The data in Section Three will provide a more specific view of what the CSW position 

is and ought to be, from the perspectives of both school administrators, and CSWs, 
themselves. 
 
 
Phase I Recommendations 
 
The preliminary recommendations from the Phase I report have been included here, in full, in 
order to provide context for the next section of this report, which discusses the findings from 
Phase II. These recommendations are organized according to the CSWs’ four areas of 
programming, in order to guide the further development their role in the Toronto District 
School Board.   
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Equity/Inclusive Schools  
While the data indicate that the CSW position allows schools to make significant gains 

in equity and inclusion, there are still a number of barriers – administrative, linguistic, 
personnel, financial – that continue to interrupt this process, and prevent the development of 
sustainable equity and inclusion initiatives.  Thus, this report recommends that: 
 
• CSWs be encouraged to help schools to develop a more open, welcoming administrative 

environment, given that school administration and front-line staff are not always perceived 
as welcoming and responsive to families  

 
• the benefits of permits and safety processes be balanced against community needs, so 

that parents and schools can respond flexibly to meet students’ needs  
 
• the school leadership and teachers work together with CSWs in order to identify needs in 

the community, so that the appropriate programs can be implemented successfully  
 
• in schools where the needs of multilingual families are not being met, the CSW be given 

the necessary supports to facilitate effective communication with the school    
 
 
Parent Engagement/Involvement & Supporting Vulnerable, At-risk Students  

Given that parents and communities have different capacities for understanding 
school processes and expectations and advocating for their needs, this report recommends 
that: 
 
• CSWs’ expertise with identifying the unique needs of students, and with navigating the 

formal education system, be applied to parents’ issues and concerns in a concerted and 
systematic way 

 
• the wide range of experiential and other learning experiences identified by CSWs be 

more fully integrated into the formal curriculum   
 
• CSWs be utilized not only to identify “at-risk” students, but also to move these students 

through – and eventually out of – the support system 
 
School-Community Partnerships 
 The diverse needs of the various communities in Toronto present unique challenges 
for schools that want to support the academic, social, and emotional success of their 
students.  The CSW can play an important role in helping schools meet these challenges, so 
this report recommends that: 
 
• the CSW be used both to mobilize community support and to leverage the school’s 

position as a “community hub”  
 
• the CSW be sufficiently supported in developing collaborative programs with community 

agencies in order to build capacity within the school to meet needs of the community.   
 
• cultivating and managing ongoing relationships in a climate of change be made a priority 

for CSWs, and that the school leadership and teachers sufficiently support CSWs as they 
work to facilitate effective relationships between the school and the community 
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An Important Caveat 
As mentioned at the beginning of this report, the theme “perceptions of the daily work 

of CSWs” does not fit neatly into the list of their areas of programming, because it cuts 
across all those areas.  As such, it is necessary that anyone in the CSW position has 
demonstrable soft-skills, and the ability both to build a relationship with parents, teachers, 
and administration, and to build a case for the programs they determine are important to 
offer.  These skills will help them to build capacity both within and outside the schools and 
communities where they work. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 10 

SECTION THREE:  Findings from Phase II – Online Survey 
 
The initial design for Phase II of this project was to employ the same data collection methods 
from Phase I, in schools where the overall impact of the Community Support Worker position 
was minimal, and in schools where the overall impact of the Community Support Worker 
position was significant. The goal was to showcase “best practices” that could be shared 
among all CSWs and their school communities. The research team was particularly 
interested in schools that hadn’t been a Model School cluster school the previous year.  In 
order to obtain the most “research rich” sample of schools, early in 2010, Dominique Rivière 
sent e-mails to the administrators of all members of the Model School Cluster Administrators 
Responsible for Steering (CARS)3, asking for their general impressions of the Community 
Support Worker position, and of the role of community outreach in schools, overall.  Based 
on these administrators’ responses, the research team would then compile a short-list of 
promising schools, before randomly selecting two to four schools in which to conduct the 
study.  The e-mail stressed that all information shared would be kept confidential, and that 
the research team was interested only in general impressions of the Community Support 
Worker position, not on evaluations of particular CSWs. 
 
Approximately one month after sending the e-mails to the CARS administrators, it was 
brought to the research team’s attention that the administrators had concerns about sharing 
the real impact of the CSWs with us.  Upon further discussion with the Model Schools 
Principal, the research team learned that the CARS administrators were concerned about 
violating union rules and regulations, with respect to offering their opinions on the role and 
impact of community outreach within their school communities.  This suggested that the 
administrators found it difficult to separate their opinions about an individual CSW from their 
opinions about the Community Support Worker position and, therefore, were reluctant to be 
honest, despite assurances of complete confidentiality. 
 
As such, the research team decided to forgo the original design plan for Phase II, and 
instead develop surveys that would reach all Model School administrators and CSWs.  The 
surveys could be completed online, anonymously.  The data from these surveys, while not as 
robust as the data from the original Phase II research design would have been, are 
discussed below.   
 
The surveys created for the CSWs and administrators comprised both 5-point Likert rating 
scale questions, and open-ended questions.  The statements for the rating scales were 
derived directly from the recommendations of Phase I of this study.  (For copies of each 
survey, see APPENDIX B.)  One survey was delivered to the administrators of all Model 
Schools and their cluster schools, while the other survey was delivered to all Community 
Support Workers associated with those schools.4  In total, twenty-two administrators and 
fifteen CSWs were contacted by email with a request to complete the online survey. Survey 
recipients received three e-mail reminders about the survey over a period of four weeks.  
 
Of the thirty-seven individuals contacted, we received twenty responses:  ten from 
administrators and ten from CSWs. While this response rate is reasonable for a “cold call” 

                                            
3 The decision not to contact all Model School administrators was made because not every individual Model 
and Cluster school has – or has had – a Community Support Worker.  As such, we felt that the CARS would 
have a better sense of the overall role of community outreach in the Model School clusters. 
4 These CSWs were also asked to forward the survey to any of their colleagues who hadn’t been included in the 
original e-mail, due to their absence from the meeting at which the CSWs’ contact information had first been 
solicited. 
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online survey, overall, the number of responses is small, due to the small population 
surveyed. Of the twenty responses received, one CSW and one administrator had not 
answered any questions, so these respondents were removed from the data set. Therefore, 
the analysis of these data is based on nine CSW responses and nine administrator 
responses.  
 
Given the small amount of data, this report does not present the range of responses for each 
question, as would be expected with a larger data set. Instead, the average rating for each 
Likert scale question is reported. Upon examination of each individual response, it became 
clear that there were no extreme splits in ratings, and that mean averages provided an 
accurate understanding of the amount of general agreement with each statement.  The 
findings of the surveys have been broken down according to their section headings. 
 
Demographic Data 
 
Administrators 

The ages of the nine administrators who responded to the survey ranged between 
thirty-nine and fifty-five years old.  Four of them identified their ethnic heritage as Anglo-
European, one as Caribbean, and three as ‘other’.  With respect to gender identity, seven 
respondents identified themselves as male, and two as female.  In terms of ‘highest 
academic qualification’, six respondents reported completing a Masters degree, two 
completed a four-year undergraduate degree and one completed a three-year undergraduate 
degree. Eight respondents reported English as their native language and one did not answer 
the question.  
 
Community Support Workers 

Nine community support workers – eight females and one male – responded to the 
survey.  Their ages ranged between thirty and sixty, although the majority of them were in 
their late thirties to forties.  Three CSWs identified their ethnicity as Caribbean, two claimed 
‘other’, and three identified themselves as South Asian, Anglo-European and African-
Caribbean, respectively. One respondent did not identify her/his age, and one respondent 
did not identify her/his ethnicity.  In terms of ‘highest academic qualification’, one respondent 
had a high school diploma, three had college diplomas or certificates, one had a three-year 
undergraduate degree, three had a four-year undergraduate degrees and one had a 
Master’s degree. Seven CSWs reported English as their native language, one reported 
‘English/broken English’ as a native language, and one reported Gujarati. CSWs were also 
asked about their previous occupations. Reponses are presented in Table 1: 
 

Table 1. Previous occupations of CSW respondents 
Child and Youth Worker/Outreach Worker 
 
Community Health Promoter 
 
Community Housing Worker 
 
Educational Assistant 
 
Educational Assistant 
 
ESL Program Officer 
 
Job Coach Experiential Learning Team Specialist Education 
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Provincially Funded Youth Outreach Worker 
 
Youth Worker 
 

 
Perceptions of the role of Community Support Workers 

 
Both administrators and CSWs were asked to share their perceptions of the role of 
Community Support Workers, by rating their agreement to nine statements regarding the 
roles of CSWs. Strong agreement to a statement was ranked ‘5’, while low agreement was 
ranked ‘1’.  
 
When comparing the means of administrator and CSW responses, the two groups 
demonstrated general agreement in their perceptions of the role of CSWs. The degree of 
their agreement was based on the mean average rating for each group: 
 

• total agreement = every respondent rated the statement ‘5’ 
• high agreement = average rating between ‘4’ and ‘4.9’ 
• moderate agreement = average rating between ‘3’ and 3.9’ 
• low agreement = average rating was ‘2.9’ or lower 

 
The results are presented in Table 2:  
 

Table 2. Extent of agreement with statements on the role of CSWs 

  I believe that the role of the Community Support Worker is to: 

Admin CSWs  

low high provide supports and services for at-risk students that 
they would not have received otherwise 

high total increase the number community programs and services in 
the school  

med high advocate for the needs of at-risk students 

high high advocate for the needs of parents/guardians 

low med strengthen the relationships between at-risk students 
and the school staff 

total high strengthen the relationship between the school and its wider 
community 

high high facilitate equity and inclusion at the school 

high high connect school staff to resources for making the school more 
inclusive 
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total high connect the school to the many resources that 
parents/guardians can offer 

 
Generally, administrators and CSWs were in agreement about the majority of statements 
about the roles of CSWs.  There was a divergence in opinion, however, regarding the three 
statements bolded in the table above.  Administrators gave an average of 3.11 (moderate 
agreement) to the statement ‘advocate for the needs of at-risk students’, whereas CSWs 
rated it an average of 4.11 (high agreement). Administrators gave an average of only 2.56 
(low agreement) to the statement ‘provide supports and services for at-risk students that they 
would not have received otherwise’, whereas CSWs rated it an average of 4.44 (high 
agreement). Most strikingly, administrators gave an average of only 1.67 (very low 
agreement) to the statement ‘strengthen the relationships between at-risk students and the 
school staff’, whereas CSWs rated it an average of 3.72 (moderate agreement).  
 
Administrator perceptions on the impact of CSWs 
 
Administrators were also asked about their perceptions regarding the impact of the CSWs in 
their schools and surrounding communities.  Once again, respondents were asked to rate 
their agreement to statements on a 5-point Likert rating scale. As with the section on the role 
of CSWs, the mean average for the group was calculated for each statement: 
 

• total agreement = every respondent rated the statement ‘5’ 
• high agreement = average rating between ‘4’ and ‘4.9’ 
• moderate agreement = average rating between ‘3’ and 3.9’ 
• low agreement = average rating was ‘2.9’ or lower 

 
The results are presented in Table 3: 
 

Table 3. Extent of administrator agreement with statements on the impact of CSWs 

  I believe that the Community Support Worker position has: 

Average 
score Admin  

3.56 med strengthened the relationship between our school and its wider 
community 

3.44 med shown that parents/guardians can be seen as helpful resources to 
our school 

3.33 med increased the inclusiveness of our overall school culture. 

3.33 med increased the number of significant partnerships between our 
school and surrounding community agencies 

1.78 low increased the academic success of students who need additional 
support 

1.67 low strengthened the relationships between my at-risk students and the 
rest of the school 
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In general, administrators moderately agreed with the statements on the impact of CSWs in 
their schools. Their ratings ranged between ‘2’ and ‘5’, and were evenly spread across 
administrators. Other than the two responses indicating low agreement, individual 
administrators tended to give similar scores across statements, whether it be ‘2’, ‘3’ or ‘5’. 
This consistent rating across statements by individual administrators, together with the even 
variation between administrators, explains the similar scores between statements.  
 
However, administrators gave an average of only 1.78 (low agreement) to the statement 
‘increased the academic success of students who need additional support’, and an average 
of only 1.67 (low agreement) to the statement ‘strengthened the relationships between my at-
risk students and the rest of the school’. These statements each received six ratings of ‘1’ 
and stand out as statements that administrators consistently disagreed with.  
 
CSW perceptions on the barriers/challenges of the CSW position  

 
CSWs were also asked about their perceptions of the barriers to/challenges of the CSW 
position. The format was again a 5-point Likert rating scale. The CSWs were required to rate 
agreement with six statements. As with the previous section on the role of CSWs, the mean 
average for the group was calculated for each statement:   
 

• total agreement = every respondent rated the statement ‘5’ 
• high agreement = average rating between ‘4’ and ‘4.9’ 
• moderate agreement = average rating between ‘3’ and 3.9’ 
• low agreement = average rating was ‘2.9’ or lower 

 
The results are presented in Table 4 below. Since the focus of this section of the survey was 
on ‘difficulties’ (barriers/challenges), a lower average score represents a more positive result; 
that is, the lower the score, the fewer the difficulties. 
 
Table 4. Extent of CSWs’ agreement with statements on the barriers/challenges of the CSW 

position 

  Community Support Workers have difficulties with: 

Average 
score CSWs  

2.83* low developing an effective and efficient process for identifying the 
needs of the school and the community 

2.94 low 
communicating with parents (e.g. making phone calls, conducting 
meaningful parent-teacher interviews, etc.) due to language 
differences 

2.94 low getting support from the school staff 

3.17 med 
gaining access to the school to serve the needs of the community 
(e.g. securing permits, obtaining police reference checks, obtaining 
food safety certificates for nutrition programs) 
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3.28 med School Board policies and agreements that make it difficult for them 
to provide the services the community needs 

3.61 med involving and engaging parents, due to their lack of knowledge 
about the Ontario school system 

*this average is for eight respondents; one respondent wrote ‘we are not allowed to develop 
such [assessment] tools’.  
 
CSWs generally responded with moderate to low agreement in identifying with the suggested 
challenges associated with the work of CSWs. The only challenge that elicited an average 
response of more than 3.5 was “involving and engaging parents, due to their lack of 
knowledge about the Ontario school system”. Interestingly, this contradicts the results of the 
analysis of the open-ended questions, where CSWs commented very little about parental 
issues and devoted much more attention to workplace communication and relationships. The 
two lowest rated statements, however, were issues not directly related to in-school 
relationships, which correlates with the content of the open-ended responses.  
 
Additionally, this section of the survey revealed least consensus in responses from the 
CSWs. Three CSWs reported ‘1’ (‘strongly disagree’) or ‘2’ (‘disagree’) for every challenge 
except ‘involving and engaging parents, due to their lack of knowledge about the Ontario 
school system’ and ‘getting support from the school staff’, which each received a ‘3’ from a 
CSW. Fortunately, two of these three CSWs later supplied detailed comments about their 
perceived challenges, which focused on workplace politics, management difficulties and 
workload. However, these two CSWs also rated ‘getting support from the school staff’ as ‘1’, 
an apparently contradictory response.  
 
In comparison, another three CSWs reported ‘4’ (‘agree’) or ‘5’ (‘strongly agree’) for every 
challenge except ‘communicating with parents (e.g. making phone calls, conducting 
meaningful parent-teacher interviews, etc.) due to language ‘differences’, which received a 
‘3’ from one CSW. This indicates that they felt the stated issues were salient challenges for 
them. These three CSWs also left detailed written responses, which focused on the same 
issues as those rating the statements as “low”. These divergent patterns in the statements 
but convergence in the open-ended questions may indicate problems with the design or 
wording of the statements.  Alternatively, it is also likely that the divergence may be 
demonstrating that individual experience for CSWs varies widely.  

 
Administrator and CSW in-depth responses regarding perceived challenges for CSWs 
  
In addition to the Likert scale questions, both administrators and CSWs were asked to 
respond to two open-ended questions:  administrators were asked to describe the three most 
significant challenges to the CSW doing his/her job effectively; while CSWs were asked to 
describe their three most significant challenges, and how they responded to/overcame them. 
Administrators and CSWs were then asked to offer any additional comments they might have 
about the role and purpose of the Community Support Worker position.  
 
Seven of nine CSWs respondents supplied responses to the question on challenges. The 
responses were very detailed. Seven administrators provided succinct responses to their 
question on CSW challenges. CSWs offered a total of seventeen challenges. Five of these 
were material or logistical issues, listed in Table 5: 
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Table 5. Material or logistical challenges for CSWs 
A place for parents to gather in the school 
 
Amount and variety of demands and sources of demands 
 
Lack of access to the needed tools to do the job effectively and efficiently 
 
Language barriers for parents 
 
When this project began CSWs had 2 schools each. Now we have 4-8 each 
 

 
The majority of perceived challenges, however, related directly to school staff and 
administrators, and unnamed higher management. Nine challenges identified in the 
responses mention school staff and administrators directly, while a further three challenges 
refer to higher management. Examples of typical comments are presented in Table 6: 
 

Table 6. Challenges for CSWs related to personnel 
Administration suspicious of CSW and parents making connection 
 
Being directed by people who are not clear what frontline community work 
actually looks like due to NEVER actually doing it in the past. 
 
Principals/staff not being inclusive and open to fully understanding the parents 
and community they serve 
 
School staff not understanding your role 
 
Some principals do not clearly understand our roles and are unclear of 
boundaries on what we should and should not be doing.  
 

 
Interestingly, administrators also identified seventeen challenges.  Interestingly, only six 
comments specifically mentioned communication and role-definition difficulties between 
principals and CSWs – which was the main concern identified by the CSWs. A further six 
comments referred to the time difficulties CSWs face in juggling multiple schools. Finally, five 
comments referenced parent-related issues such as: language, getting parents involved, 
meeting parents at the end of the school day, following up with parents and finding a balance 
between simultaneously advocating for the parents and the school.  
 
When describing how they deal (or have dealt) with these challenges, CSWs generally 
focused on finding ways to ensure clear or adequate communication between themselves 
and other groups. Examples are listed in Table 7:  
 

Table 7. Examples of responses to people-related challenges for CSWs 
Bring in resources and outside personnel to PD staff and have resources available 
 
Connect with the staff who wants to know what your role is and include them in e-
mails. Eventually form a Parent Engagement Committee and ask two staff to be on 
the committee to help plan events with parents. Find interested admin, have connect 
that (?) to parents and include administration and give them credit for it. Keep them in 
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the loop with everything you do. 

Do what is not controversial 
 
Educate them on your role as CSW 
 
I always clarify my duties to principals if needed so to keep a good communication line 
opened and relationship built. 
 
I have yet to overcome [issues with principals] - but I keep moving forward. 
 
Introduce small steps 
 
Just work with staff that are interested 
 
Starting with TDSB information that parents need means that staff see the value but 
try to use informal and affirming ways that communicate to parents 
 
Try not to create unrealistic expectations 
 
Try to build on what exists 
 

 
Table 8 addresses solutions to the material and logistical challenges stated in Table 4: 
 

Table 8. Examples of responses to material and logistical challenges for CSWs 
In regards to the amount of schools to service I now do what I can and explain time 
frames of management when I cannot.  My health and family come first 
 
I have identified space within the school for parents then encourage parents to ask for 
the space as a Parent Resource Room 
 
Work closely with settlement workers, interpreters 
 
Try to work within 35 hours per week 
 

 
Additional comments on the role and purpose of the CSW position 
  
Six of the nine CSWs supplied detailed additional comments, but only three of the nine 
administrators supplied additional comments. These are presented in Table 9: 
 

Table 9. Administrators’ additional comments on the role and purpose of the CSW position 
I value the role of the CSW to support and increase community engagement. The role 
needs to be closely linked to the School Improvement Plan and the CSW needs to see 
himself/herself as part of the school staff. Sometimes the CSW doesn't have the "big 
picture" of other things going on in school, and does not understand logistics of planning. 
 
Support administration in helping families with necessary resources [and] work with parents 
to engage in school activities. 
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This role to me should be a very hands-on role where the worker meets and greets parents, 
where they go into the community and do outreach, where they create programs that are 
relevant to the community. 
 

 
These comments have an interesting correlation with the comments from CSWs, which also 
refer to a mismatch between administration’s understanding of their role, and lack of 
understanding about issues on the ground. Four of the six comments highlighted the 
importance of parent and community engagement. An emerging theme from the CSW 
responses indicated a perception that parental engagement and community issues were not 
priorities in many schools, and that organizational and management issues made their job 
much more difficult. Table 10 provides two examples of such responses. 
 

Table 10. Examples of additional comments by CSWs 
I would like to see the role of the CSW as a one-year term with a school. And only for 
schools who actually want to increase parent and community engagement. CSW works 
with the principal and staff to determine the needs - CSW makes all the necessary 
connections - gets things (snack, morning meal, afterschool programs, parent council, atp 
etc.) up and running and then moves on to the next school... staying with a school for 3 
years or more that might not really even want parent engagement (they won't say that out 
loud) is a waste of good resources. 
 
The role is school/Board/principal driven right now.  I think it was better to maintain a 
complementary perspective so that community and school are acknowledging/valuing 
differences AND common goals.  The number of schools in different communities within the 
CSW's portfolio make the demands and needs overwhelming. The job includes a lot of 
administrative and "other" duties that don't necessarily impact parent or community 
engagement.  CSW can be better facilitated to offer their particular expertise to the system.   

 
Preliminary conclusions 
 
The small number of responses in this survey limited analysis and prevented the 
identification of many consistent perceptions among administrators and CSWs, with respect 
to the work of CSWs. That being said, there do appear to be significant structural issues that 
CSWs face in their work, and both administrators and CSWs perceive a disconnect between 
CSWs and the school staff with whom they work. Additionally, the CSWs appear to feel more 
strongly than administrators about these issues, and possess very concrete ideas about how 
they should be resolved.  
 
There also appears to be general agreement between administrators and CSWs on the role 
of the CSW, and despite frequent reference to communication issues, CSWs rated support 
from school staff as a low-ranking issue. Comparison with open-ended responses suggests 
that CSWs perceive the most serious issues to be with management rather than with 
teachers and other school staff. Additionally, CSWs rated the statements on challenges very 
differently, despite tending to focus on similar issues in the open-ended questions.  
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SECTION FOUR:  Discussion – Phase I and Phase II Findings 
 
Comparison of the findings from the interview and focus group data (Phase I) and the survey 
data (Phase II) revealed several important points for consideration: 
 
Differences between perceptions of the CSW role – Phase II 

 
As stated in the previous section, in general, Administrators and CSWs agreed about the 
purpose of the Community Support Worker position.  The areas where they disagreed, 
however, is significant:  the CSW respondents felt strongly that part of their duties included 
supporting and advocating for at-risk students, whereas the Administrator respondents did 
not feel as strongly about this.  With the exception of Principal B from the Phase I data (p. 5), 
where s/he discusses how CSWs can help to track at-risk students and how well they are 
doing in their programs), it almost seems as though administrators feel that CSWs should 
have little or no responsibility for the academic success of at-risk students, while CSWs 
appear to feel otherwise.  One can only speculate about the reasons for this difference; what 
is obvious, however, is that there is a decided lack of clarity between the two respondent 
groups about the precise elements of the Community Support Worker portfolio.  
 
CSWs’ perception of their role and administrators’ perceptions of CSWs’ impact  – 
Phase II 

 
The above discrepancy is even apparent at a smaller scale, when one compares the 
“moderate” level of agreement among CSWs regarding whether or not their role includes 
strengthening the relationships between at-risk students and school staff (see:  Table 2, page 
12), and the consistent “low” levels of agreement by Administrators regarding the impact of 
the Community Support Worker on increasing at-risk students’ academic success, and on 
strengthening their relationships with the rest of the school (see:  Table 3, 13).  Again, it is 
clear that the misunderstandings between CSWs and Administrators about the nature and 
purpose of the Community Support Worker position had a direct influence on how the impact 
of the position was seen/evaluated.   
 
Difference between CSWs’ challenges/difficulties (Phase II) and the recommendations 
from Phase I 

 
Recall that Section Two (“Summary of Findings from Phase I”) included several 
recommendations for improving the efficacy of the Community Support Worker position.  
These recommendations were then used to form the basis of the survey items addressing 
barriers and challenges of the CSWs.  What is most significant about the relationship 
between the Phase I and Phase II findings is their lack of consistency.  As discussed on 
page 15, the “barriers and challenges” section of the online survey elicited the least 
consensus among the CSW respondents.  Further, the CSWs’ answers to the open-ended 
questions about their three most significant challenges did not always confirm their 
responses to the survey items.  While it is possible that these contradictions were due to 
flaws in the design or wording of the survey items and questions, given the findings from 
Phase I, it is also possible that the contradictions speak to the highly contextual nature of the 
CSWs’ work. Each individual CSW different, as is each Model School cluster and community.  
Therefore, both the challenges and opportunities faced by CSWs are also context-
dependent. 
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That being said, however, the areas in which there was “moderate” agreement among CSWs 
about their difficulties (gaining access to the school, Board policies that got in the way of 
providing services to the community, and involving parents who were unfamiliar with 
Ontario’s school system), indicate that there may be institutional elements to those barriers 
that need to be addressed.  In other words, it appears that CSWs are operating according to 
what they think they should be doing5 for students and their families, while the institutional 
features of schools (as represented by administrators), are operating according to what they 
want CSWs to do.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                            
5 And/or according to how they have operated in the past. 
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SECTION FIVE:  Conclusion and Final Recommendations 
 
The above points for consideration suggest the communication to both CSWs and 
administrators about the roles, purposes and boundaries of the Community Support Worker 
position has not been clear enough.  This also applies to communication about how the CSW 
position can be best fit into the daily workings of schools. It is understood that the decision to 
incorporate the CSWs into the Cluster Team was an attempt to achieve this latter goal, but 
the data from this study suggest that this was done without giving sufficient consideration to 
the prior history and successes of CSWs’ work on the frontlines in school communities, and 
without considering how the existing structures within schools might need to be adjusted 
(e.g. Principal B’s comments about Board policies and guidelines; see page 6) so that the 
role of the Community Support Worker has the most positive impact on students, families 
and their communities (e.g. the CSW comment in Table 3 [p. 13] about not being allowed to 
develop community assessment tools implies that perhaps s/he would like to be able to 
develop such tools). 
 
As such, this report offers four final recommendations:   
 

• Communication between CSWs and administrators needs to be improved.  It is 
assumed that the Cluster Teams already meet and plan together (similar to Division 
and Grade Team meetings) about the best ways to involve and support students and 
their families.  If these meetings are not achieving this desired result, then some form 
of needs evaluation or assessment should be conducted, in order to identify and then 
fix what is broken.   
 

• An updated job description for CSWs, and/or a Memorandum of Understanding, 
must be developed collaboratively, and then circulated to all members of the 
Cluster Team.  The purpose of this document is to make clear how CSWs’ work fits 
into the overall mandate of the Team.  This document should be revisited and revised 
where necessary, to ensure that it truly reflects the developing role of the CSWs as it 
changes according to their various community contexts. 

 
• A system of on-going, formative assessment needs to be put in place, to monitor 

the successes and challenges of the Cluster Team’s work, related to – but not 
exclusively focusing on – community outreach and the school. 

 
• An arms-length, independent system for addressing complaints and 

dissatisfactions should be implemented, so that the barriers to successful 
community outreach described in this report – as well as any future barriers that arise 
– are not compounded upon.   

 
None of these recommendations will automatically ensure that community outreach within 
the Toronto District School Board will always be completely successful.  It is hoped, however, 
that these recommendations will inspire and energize the Board to take any and all steps to 
support the important and necessary work of building bridges between schools and the 
communities they serve. 
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APPENDIX A:  Full Report of Findings from Phase I 
 
Introduction 
 
This interim report is based on Phase I data (2008 – 2009), which included individual 
interviews with two CSWs; individual interviews with two Principals; focus groups with three 
groups of parents; and focus groups with three groups of community agency workers.  So 
far, six broad themes have emerged from these data: 
 
• the role of CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 
• the role of the CSW in linking school-community resources (i.e. capacity-building outside 

the school) 
• the contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in their Model Schools 

(i.e. capacity-building inside the school) 
• perceptions of the daily work of CSWs 
• the role of schools in diverse urban communities 
• the contribution of the CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments 
 
Thematic analysis showed that the relationship between these six themes and the CSWs’ 
four areas of programming looks like this: 
 
Equity/Inclusive Schools 
• the contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in the schools 
• the contribution of CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments 
 
Parent Engagement/Involvement & Provision of Supports to Vulnerable, At-risk Students 
• the role of CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 
 
School-Community Partnerships 
• the role of the CSWs in linking school-community resources 
• the role of schools in diverse urban communities 
 
Notice that “perceptions of the daily work of CSWs” is missing from the above list.  This is 
because, as deeper thematic analysis showed, CSWs’ work is not so easily categorized, due 
in large part to the fact that different stakeholders perceive this work differently.  Therefore, it 
is more useful to think of CSWs’ daily work as taking place over three, interrelated levels: 
 
 
SOCIAL LEVEL 
 
 
 
 

SCHOOL 
LEVEL 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 

 
 

CSWs’ 
Daily 
Work 

Parent 
engagement / 
involvement 

Vulnerable, at-
risk students School- 

Community 
 

Equity 

Inclusive 
schools 
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Therefore, in this report, the four areas of the CSWs’ work will be organized according to the 
three levels at which that work takes place. 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The Social Level 
 
The contribution of the CSWs in creating equity and inclusiveness in the schools 
The CSW role fits within an overall framework of equity, diversity, and inclusiveness.  This 
framework is designed to address the social inequalities that create specific needs in their 
communities.  CSWs identify those needs, and then set up programs to fill those needs.  
 

“[L]ast year we could partner with Parks and Rec, and last year we set up a Monday 
and Friday afterschool program here so kids had a place to go that was safe, that was 
structured, parents felt good about their kids being there” (CSW A) 

 
However, they also identified barriers to implementation of some programs. These 

barriers were both financial and logistical, and in some cases were sufficient to stop progress 
on some programs.  The barriers included:  securing permits for after-school programs, 
police checks, parent involvement, and food safety certificates for nutrition programs.   
 

Furthermore, identifying areas of need is not a simple or linear process, nor is it the 
responsibility of just the CSWs.  One administrator stated that they used action research to 
 

“… [set] clear and manageable targets because remember we could have about 6 or 7 
areas of needs, those could all be addressed but not well. So we as a school need to 
address maybe one or two so that we can engage in the practice of constant reflection 
and improvement rather than constant engagement ‘just keep doing it and doing it’…” 
(Principal B) 

 
The contribution of CSWs in creating welcoming, responsive school environments  

Although community agencies share common goals with schools, they perceive 
schools to be somewhat closed to their involvement.  The CSWs are facilitating a shift in this 
perception, and community organizations report feeling more like allies working with schools.   
 

“We’ve started having relationships with the teachers now…the folks that understand, 
I try to gather them around and start building that relationship” (CSW C) 

 
“[Our CSW is] truly invested in what’s going on in the school and there are a lot of 
things for a couple of years we could not have done without her” (Agency focus group 
A) 

 
“[Our CSW is] actually doing what we’d have to fight to do, all every day...” (Agency 
focus group A) 

 
However, the way the CSWs are able to support this shift depends on the role of the 

school leadership/administrators.  In particular, without support from the school itself, CSWs 
feel a separation between themselves and the school team. 
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 “Principals that are not receptive to [supporting equity and inclusion]…creates a 
 challenge for us to start any type of conversation” (CSW C) 
 

“[I] walk into a school with an incredible program to extend to the kids at the school, 
and I say I’m from City of Toronto Parks and Forestry and Recreation, automatically 
it’s ‘well we have our own programs’, but the reality is that if you have 600 students, 
your after school program probably only takes 15 to 20 of those students, what 
happens to the other 560? You have all of these incredible free things to offer and 
someone right at the front, whether it starts with the secretary who knocks you 
down...” (Agency focus group A) 
 
“We actually want to help and we keep trying to come in and we keep being pushed 
out, sometimes let in, sometimes pushed out...there needs to be an understanding 
that we are not only serving one aspect of a person’s life, we’re serving a whole” 
(Agency focus group A) 

  
When it comes to their children, the parents in this study understand that this last point 

(serving the whole person), should apply to schools, as well.  They realize that schools are 
working hard to meet the academic, social, and emotional needs of students.  However, they 
believe that schools must adopt a more nuanced understanding and sustained approach to 
addressing the needs of the community, and that CSWs are an integral part of this process.  
 

“She is like a bridge between the community and the school... a resource for the 
parents... I got the feeling that I can get into the school” (Parent focus group C) 
 
“You’ve gotta have people within the school that are able to do what teachers [can’t 
always do], they’re in a classroom, teaching six hours per day and it’s not always an 
option to help, they have to leave their jobs and go home to their own families” (Parent 
focus group B) 

 
It should be understood that communication is an integral part of this process.  The 

multilingual nature of Toronto, however, presents unique challenges to effective 
communication and outreach between schools and parents.  Language differences cause 
problems for making phone calls, conducting meaningful parent-teacher interviews, and 
dealing with problems together.  
 

“We need to have people who speak different languages who are going to be ready to 
help, because just coming to a parent teacher meeting and you don’t understand what 
the teacher’s saying, and you rely on your children to do the interpreting…” (Agency 
focus group A) 
 
“Many students are dropping out of school...this is also a concern here.  Especially the 
children of immigrants, parents can’t communicate with teachers properly” (Agency 
focus group A) 

 
“We know that some parents work all day and never see the school, so having 
information available in the community in other languages of what’s happening in the 
school is crucial” (Agency focus group B) 

 
As will be shown in the next section, for newcomer parents in particular, language 

differences and lack of knowledge about the Ontario school system create barriers to 
parental involvement and engagement. 
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The School Level  
 
The role of the CSWs in promoting student and parental engagement 

Many families in the CSWs’ communities do not have prior experience or knowledge 
of how to support their children in Ontario schools. This may be because the family is new to 
Canada, or has barriers to communicating with and understanding what is happening at 
school.  The CSWs play a significant role in educating and helping families to support their 
children’s academic success. 
 
 “The CSW feeds into the administration the need for more actual opportunities for 
 parents to play a role…so it’s not just one way communication and their voices can be 
 raised” (CSW A) 
 

“I try to interject [at the parent council to facilitate inclusion] where the conversation is 
hard to access, when conversation starts to happen just between people who are in 
the know and not so much for people who are trying to take that next step to 
becoming involved” (CSW A) 
 
“[A] key piece for me, in terms of parent engagement, is increasing what I would call 
the community-based engagement, whereby they are attending meetings and being a 
part of the decision making process of issues that involve their children.  Not only 
individually, but the whole community.” (Principal B) 
 

 “With groups that feel alienated from the school system, whether because of coming 
 from somewhere else or historically feeling alienated, it’s really important for them to 
 feel they are partners…school community partnerships should be something 
 concrete…but also forge connections and build trust” (CSW A) 
 
It is important, however, to note what gets in the way of parents feeling able to forge 
connections and trust with the school: 
 

“I think what hinders the parent engagement is cold. When a school seems to be cold; 
when the school is not approachable; when they feel they cannot approach staff and 
talk to them…” (Principal B) 

 
The CSW also connects the school to networks within the community, establishing 

partnerships that can assist students and their families.  Not only do these partnerships 
provide parental support, they foster student engagement. 
 

“It allows the school to tap into a whole other knowledge base about what might be 
going on with the kids and the community and how this influences the children’s 
learning, so the school benefits by being able to roll out a general program more 
effectively” (CSW A) 
 
“…every program we bring into the school should align socially [and] emotionally with 
the curriculum in the school, which some are not […]  It’s not always about having a 
test or an assignment.  It’s about experiences and that’s where the CSW role comes 
in:  to bring in experiential learning and they are valuable learning experiences.” 
(Principal B) 

 
 CSWs can also contribute to the engagement (and achievement) of vulnerable, or “at-
risk” students: 
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“Basically [CSWs] have to identify which students are at-risk, identify what is making 
them at-risk, and work collaboratively together to support the students so that they 
move out of that sphere of being identified as at-risk. We must move towards a model 
of what I call ‘graduating students’, rather than perpetual assistance.  
[…]  
 
[We’ve] got to look at finding the program and supporting them in a way that it’s okay 
to graduate to move students out of programs rather than keeping them in the 
programs. Instead saying ‘oh they still might need…they still might need’ […] One of 
the biggest pieces we need to do systemically and also within our own school 
structures is to track them, and not just track students by them being in our program 
but also how well they’re doing in it. […] And that’s where the CSWs can [help]. Their 
biggest piece is that research piece; is that tracking piece.” (Principal B) 

 
 
The role of the CSWs in linking school-community resources 

CSWs play a significant role in cultivating relationships between the school and with 
outside community agencies and organizations.  Many organizations are at work in Toronto’s 
communities that can support families and children, and schools provide a natural space to 
connect people to existing community services.  These organizations generally provide the 
specialized services that schools might not be able to, thereby filling in the gaps to address 
the needs that schools alone cannot meet.   
 

“I find CSWs to be really instrumental to bring these different pieces of puzzles 
together…to bridge this and it becomes more successful and everybody gets to learn 
from each other” (CSW C) 
 
“I see my role as one to spark the partnership and to maintain it.  In schools 
administration is really busy, teachers get caught up in their own things too, so it’s 
nice for them to have somebody build partnerships and be the contact person.” (CSW 
B) 
 
“My role is the individual that makes the connection, so that whatever programs are 
here in the community are accessible to everyone, and that it’s more inclusive--we 
have free programs here, just for this cluster of schools, and [other schools] might be 
left out.  My role is to make sure that [everyone] within the community has access to 
anything that’s available” (Agency focus group A) 
 

 “In that position, [the CSW] facilitates so many different things that the school and the 
 parent council don’t have the time or the resources to do... it’s made a huge difference 
 since she’s been here” (Parent focus group B) 
 

Yet, there are also significant barriers to making the school a hub within the 
community.  These barriers include difficulties in gaining access to use the school property, 
in gaining access to school decision-makers to discuss ideas for programs and partnerships, 
and other institutional hurdles.  
 

“To have a building like a school to be available to use would be great, but we can’t 
use it.  There’s all these barriers to using that space after 3:30” (Agency focus group 
A) 
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“The administrators, their hands are tied in many ways, because of safety issues, and 
permits...permits are prohibitively expensive to a lot of community groups.  That’s a 
huge barrier” (Agency focus group A) 

 
“… [T]he school could not facilitate or bring in and have a child assessed for 
psychological assessment on its own; a parent can engage in that. For example, if we 
were engaging in a partnership with CAMH, and they made available, or if they said to 
the school, ‘Oh we see that there are a number of children who you identify might 
need some psych assessments done, sure we can do that for you’, but based on our 
policies and out of respect out of our organizations and the psychologists on our 
Board we could not take them up on their offer. […] We have to be respectful of the 
collective agreements and policies in place by the Board [and] aligning those policies 
and procedures can be a bit challenging.” (Principal B) 

  
Overall, developing and cultivating school-community relationships is an ongoing 

process. Administrative turnover in schools and community agencies is a particular challenge 
to maintaining the momentum of CSW work when priorities seem to change.  
 

“When there’s a changeover in administration, you have to start all over again from 
scratch, you have to build that relationship again from NOTHING when you had 
already established it.” (Agency focus group A) 

 
The role of schools in diverse urban communities 
Schools are perceived as hubs within the community, and are well-positioned to reach out to 
families.  Because communities across Toronto are diverse and unique, however, each 
school needs to understand and respond to the needs of families in its vicinity.   
 

“There’s a sort of blurry line between education and social work in inner city 
schools...schools are on the front line with children and the families” (Parent focus 
group A) 

 
“Every community needs a different kind of bridge because we are not all the same” 
(Parent focus group A) 

 
“[Schools] have to search out in the community the things that will benefit our children, 
and help bring them into the school, and bring the school out into the communities” 
(Parent focus group A) 

 
Further, the needs of students and their families extend beyond the academic to include 
social and emotional needs.     
 

“We don’t have compartment lives...there is a lot at stake and parents, teachers, and 
communities should come together...it’s all connected, you can’t take it apart, then it 
falls.   Everything else falls so you need everybody to work together” (Parent focus 
group A) 
  
“It’s not just sticking them in a desk with work sheets, it’s people, and people are much 
more complex than that...” (Parent focus group A) 

 
“It does a lot for a young person who’s been told they’re at-risk, who’s been yelled at 
all day, feeling not liked by the teacher...that’s an opportunity to boost some self-
esteem and build a relationship to talk about the importance of the academic piece 
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and their role in the classroom as a young person and what the expectation is and 
how to work to meet that expectation” (Agency focus group B) 
 

This is why parents and community agencies are interested in schools leveraging their 
position in the community to provide more outreach and support.  The role of CSWs can help 
schools build this capacity.   
 
 
The Individual Level 
 
Perceptions of the daily work of CSWs 

The interviews provided some insight into the ways different stakeholders perceive 
how the work of the CSW happens.  What emerges from this close analysis is the role that 
CSW experience, community knowledge, relationship development and interpersonal skills 
have upon their job.  

 
 “I’m not a social worker, I’m a community support worker, and it’s different…I try to 
 create those spaces and have teachers be present so they understand and build that 
 relationship with these young people” (CSW C) 

 
That being said, there are still some areas of concern that need to be addressed: 
 

“I’m trying my best to have teachers or social workers be a part of that group, but as a 
school we’re all busy and sometimes I don’t have that support” (CSW C) 
 
“The CSW position itself when it was originally envisioned, and I along with others sat 
on that when we were doing this a number of years ago, and its role was to be very 
much a community based role supporting and bringing community based programs 
and aligning them with the practices of the school; we’re still moving towards that. It’s 
not completely where it should be.” (Principal B) 

 
 
 
Preliminary Recommendations 
 
Based on the data described above, this section of the report offers some initial 
recommendations to guide the development of the Community Support Worker position in 
the TDSB.  As such, it is organized according to the CSWs’ four areas of programming. 
 
Equity/Inclusive Schools  

While the data indicate that the CSW position allows schools to make significant gains in 
equity and inclusion, there are still a number of barriers – administrative, linguistic, 
personnel, financial – that continue to interrupt this process, and prevent the development of 
sustainable equity and inclusion initiatives.  Thus, this report recommends that: 
 
• the CSW help schools to develop a more open, welcoming administrative environment, 

given that school administration and front-line staff are not always perceived as 
welcoming and responsive to families  

 
• the benefits of permits and safety processes be balanced against community needs, so 

that parents and schools can respond flexibly to meet students’ needs  
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• the school leadership and teachers work together with CSWs in order to identify needs in 

the community, so that the appropriate programs can be implemented successfully  
 
• in schools where the needs of multilingual families are not being met, the CSW be given 

the necessary supports to facilitate effective communication with the school    
 
 
Parent Engagement/Involvement & Supporting Vulnerable, At-risk Students  

Because parents and communities have different capacities for understanding school 
processes and expectations and advocating for their needs, this report recommends that: 
• CSWs’ expertise with identifying the unique needs of students, and with navigating the 

formal education system, be applied to parents’ issues and concerns in a concerted and 
systematic way 

 
• the wide range of experiential and other learning experiences identified by CSWs be 

more fully integrated into the formal curriculum   
 
• CSWs be utilized not only to identify “at-risk” students, but also to move these students 

through – and eventually out of – the support system 
 
School-Community Partnerships 
 The diverse needs of the various communities in Toronto present unique challenges 
for schools that want to support the academic, social, and emotional success of their 
students.  The CSW can play an important role in helping schools meet these challenges, so 
this report recommends that: 
 
• the CSW be used both to mobilize community support and to leverage the school’s 

position as a “community hub”  
 
• the CSW be sufficiently supported in developing collaborative programs with community 

agencies in order to build capacity within the school to meet needs of the community.   
 
• cultivating and managing ongoing relationships in a climate of change be made a priority 

for CSWs, and that the school leadership and teachers sufficiently support CSWs as they 
work to facilitate effective relationships between the school and the community 

 
 
An Important Caveat 
 
As mentioned at the beginning of this report, the theme “perceptions of the daily work of 
CSWs” does not fit neatly into the list of their areas of programming, because it cuts across 
all those areas.  As such, it is necessary that anyone in the CSW position has demonstrable 
soft-skills, and the ability both to build a relationship with parents, teachers, and 
administration, and to build a case for the programs they determine are important to offer.  
These skills will help them to build capacity both within and outside the schools and 
communities where they work. 
 
Next Steps 
Phase II of this study began in May 2010, and will continue until December 2010.  It involves 
three CSWs, and the principals, parents, and community members from select schools in 
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their cluster.  The findings from this Phase will be especially significant, given the changes to 
the role and operations of the CSW position, which were implemented at the beginning of the 
2009 – 2010 academic year.   
 
A final report of this project will be submitted by June 2011.   
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APPENDIX B:  Administrator and Community Support Worker Online 
Surveys from Phase II 

 
Online Survey Questions for Community Support Workers 

 
SECTION ONE:  Background Questions 
 
• Please indicate your age:  ___ 
 
• Please indicate your chosen/preferred gender identity: 
Female 
Male 
Transgender 
 
• Please indicate your chosen/preferred ethnic identity (check all that apply):  
African (e.g. Ghanaian, South African, Somali) 
Anglo-European (e.g. Scottish, Italian, Polish) 
Arab 
Caribbean 
Chinese 
Filipino/a 
Japanese 
Korean 
Latin American 
South Asian (e.g. East Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.) 
Southeast Asian (e.g. Vietnamese, Cambodian, Malaysian, Laotian, etc.) 
West Asian (e.g. Iranian, Afghani, etc.) 
Other _____________ 
 
• Please indicate your native language(s):  _____________ 
 
• Please indicate your highest level of education completed: 
High school diploma 
College diploma or certificate 
University degree (3-year) 
University degree (4-year) 
Master’s degree 
Doctoral degree 
 
• What was your occupation prior to becoming a Community Support Worker? 
 
SECTION TWO: Perceptions of the role of Community Support Workers  
Please rate the following on a scale of “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5): 
 
I believe that the role of the Community Support Worker is to: 
• provide supports and services for at-risk students that they would not have received 

otherwise 
• increase the number community programs and services in the school  
• advocate for the needs of at-risk students 
• advocate for the needs of parents/guardians 
• strengthen the relationships between at-risk students and the school staff 
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• strengthen the relationship between the school and its wider community 
• facilitate equity and inclusion at the school 
• connect school staff to resources for making the school more inclusive 
• connect the school to the many resources that parents/guardians can offer 
 
SECTION THREE:  Barriers/Challenges of the CSW Position 
Please rate the following on a scale of “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5): 
 
Community Support Workers have difficulties with: 
• developing an effective and efficient process for identifying the needs of the school and 

the community 
• gaining access to the school to serve the needs of the community (e.g. securing permits, 

obtaining police reference checks, obtaining food safety certificates for nutrition 
programs) 

• School Board policies and agreements that make it difficult for them to provide the 
services the community needs 

• getting support from the school staff 
• gaining access to school decision-makers to discuss ideas for programs and partnerships 
• communicating with parents (e.g. making phone calls, conducting meaningful parent-

teacher interviews, etc.) due to language differences 
• involving and engaging parents, due to their lack of knowledge about the Ontario school 

system  
 
SECTION FOUR:  Responses to Barriers/Challenges of the CSW Position  
Please describe three of your most significant challenges, and how you responded 
to/overcame them: 
 
SECTION FIVE:  Other comments 
Please use this space to share your other comments, thoughts, concerns, suggestions, etc. 
about the role and purpose of the Community Support Worker position. 
 
 

Online Survey Questions for Model and Cluster School Administrators 
 
SECTION ONE:  Background Questions 
 
• Please indicate your age:  ___ 
 
• Please indicate your chosen/preferred gender identity: 
Female 
Male 
Transgender 
 
• Please indicate your chosen/preferred ethnic identity (check all that apply):  
African (e.g. Ghanaian, South African, Somali) 
Anglo-European (e.g. Scottish, Italian, Polish) 
Arab 
Caribbean 
Chinese 
Filipino/a 
Japanese 
Korean 
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Latin American 
South Asian (e.g. East Indian, Pakistani, Sri Lankan, etc.) 
Southeast Asian (e.g. Vietnamese, Cambodian, Malaysian, Laotian, etc.) 
West Asian (e.g. Iranian, Afghani, etc.) 
Other _____________ 
• Please indicate your native language(s):  _____________ 
 
• Please indicate your highest level of education completed: 
High school diploma 
College diploma or certificate 
University degree (3-year) 
University degree (4-year) 
Master’s degree 
Doctoral degree 
 
 
SECTION TWO: Perceptions of the role of Community Support Workers  
 
Please rate the following on a scale of “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5): 
I believe that the role of the Community Support Worker is to: 
• provide supports and services for at-risk students that they would not have received 

otherwise 
• increase the number community programs and services in the school  
• advocate for the needs of at-risk students 
• advocate for the needs of parents/guardians 
• strengthen the relationships between at-risk students and the school staff 
• strengthen the relationship between the school and its wider community 
• facilitate equity and inclusion at the school 
• connect school staff to resources for making the school more inclusive 
• connect the school to the many resources that parents/guardians can offer 
 
 
SECTION THREE:  Impact of the role of Community Support Workers  
 
Please rate the following on a scale of “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5): 
I believe that work of the Community Support Worker position has: 
• increased the academic success of students who need additional support 
• strengthened the relationships between my at-risk students and the rest of the school 
• increased the inclusiveness of our overall school culture. 
• strengthened the relationship between our school and its wider community 
• shown that parents/guardians can be seen as helpful resources to our school 
• increased the number of significant partnerships between our school and surrounding 

community agencies 
 
 
SECTION FOUR:  Barriers/Challenges with the CSW Position 
Please use this space to describe three of the most significant challenges with the role of the 
Community Support Worker in your school.  Note that the purpose of this section is not to 
evaluate an individual CSW; rather, it is to reflect on any hindrances to the CSW doing 
his/her job effectively. 
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SECTION FIVE:  Other Comments 
Please use this space to share your other comments, thoughts, concerns, suggestions, etc. 
about the role and purpose of the Community Support Worker position. 
 


