A Letter from the FAIR Coordinator
Humanity has advanced, when it has advanced,
not because it has been sober, responsible, and cautious,
but because it has been playful, rebellious, and immature.
Tom Robbins
The past three years have been an exciting journey for the Families Are
Important Resources (FAIR) project. There have been many opportunities
to learn about the way we personally relate to social inclusion, civic
engagement and community participation.
FAIR has been an exploration into thinking about what it means to learn
experientially. This has meant committing on a deeper level to be a
participant in the community discussion about how we shift part of our
identity focus to being “citizens” and to see ourselves as agents of
change.
This adventure has been filled with many moments of truth. Truths like we
need to create joyful experiences to bring people together to inspire
action. Truths like parents and children already know what changes need
to happen in their communities to make better places to live. Truths like
people in this field are passionate about the families they work with.
Overarching truths like we need each other to see the issues and solutions
clearly and make change that lasts. The adventure was exciting.
Sharing this learning with others has been rewarding. It was also difficult at
times. There was no magical step that we took to easily mobilize
communities and make systems equitable. It takes dedicated resources
like time, childcare and food to create opportunities for people to build
relationships that are mutually inspiring and authentic.
This shift in approach requires movement from self as the expert, to self as
the lifelong learner. It requires a shift from one’s personal comfort zone of
continuing to do what we have been doing, to a whole new framework
of creating opportunities for people to expose their own wisdom, share it
with others, reformulate group wisdom, and move to action.
Throughout FAIR, some of these actions have simply been “What else do
we need to learn?” For parents, it means learning how to set agendas that

invite full participation and how to connect that to action. For frontline
staff, it means learning how to set agendas that invite full participation and
how to connect that to action. For agencies, networks and coalitions, it
means learning how to set agendas that invite full participation and how
to connect that to action.
On the surface these tasks look exactly the same and many of the tools
we have used have been the same. What is different is the power
dynamics at work for each of these groups.
Regardless, it has been fascinating with a lot learned by everyone
involved.
I have so much that I would love to share with each of you about what I
have learned and dreamed of still doing in this project. I guess that is what
makes a successful project for me. I still feel inspired after 3 years of
challenges and celebrations and I want more.
I feel privileged to have worked with all of the people that I have crossed
paths with in this project and in Growing Up Healthy Downtown before I
came to FAIR. It has been an amazing journey for me.
I am not the same person that excitedly took on a three year commitment
to explore the social inclusion of families with young children. I am much
more comfortable with ambiguity.
What I feel most excited about is that I can feel that energy in other
people that have been involved with FAIR. They are engaged. They have
ideas. They are still moving forward to transform communities. How great is
that? And I am even more excited to see what comes next.
I hope you find this document to be set out in a way that helps you to ask
new questions of yourself about how to approach social inclusion of
families, yourself and other community players.
But most of all I hope that you play and explore what it means to be
engaged and to engage others to be mobilized in community.

Deborah Konecny
October 2008
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Dedication

Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can
change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead

This manual is dedicated to the families who participated in the Families Are
Important Resources project. Without your laughter, struggles and effort, our
worlds would not have grown to include new understandings about social
inclusion, civic engagement and community participation.
Remember anything is possible!
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Introduction

Introduction
Parent participation in GUHD

Growing Up Healthy Downtown (GUHD) is a partnership of eight
dynamic, community-based multi-service agencies working with
families with young children across downtown Toronto.
Through partnerships with other organizations and service providers,
GUHD has something for everyone: from parenting support programs
such as Nobody’s Perfect and the Queer Moms Support Group to family
resource drop in programs to parent relief, to name only a few. GUHD
responds to local community needs by providing programs and services
that are uniquely responsive to what parents, caregivers and children
need.

GUHD's goals and objectives







To offer parents and caregivers the opportunity to improve their
parenting skills, develop their networks of support and increase
their ability to access community resources.
To encourage the social development of children and
strengthen relationships between children and their
parents/caregivers.
To offer parents and caregivers respite/relief.
To increase collaborations within the GUHD partnership as well as
within GUHD communities through coalition building and service
system change.
To improve the capacity of program participants to engage in
their community and contribute to their community's
development.
To improve GUHD's ability to meet the needs of its communities
through participants' consultation and needs assessments.

Growing Up Healthy Downtown is committed to the delivery of
programs and services that focus on improving the health and wellbeing of young children as well as offering support and new skills to their
parents or caregivers.

Including voices of families
Throughout GUHD’s history, advisory groups have played a significant
role in keeping programs responsive to families and to keep GUHD
partners connected with the concerns and opinions of families.
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Davenport Perth Neighbourhood Centre, Harbourfront Community
Centre, and St. Christopher House have more structured advisory
groups that meet monthly or quarterly to help inform what happens in
programs. Other partners like The 519 Church Street Community Centre,
Dixon Hall, and University Settlement Recreation Centre have ongoing
feedback built into the way programs are delivered. WoodGreen
Community Services have also seen parents directly involved in
community coalitions such as Action for Children Today and Tomorrow
and Riverdale for Kids, which affects broader community response to
be in keeping with concerns of families.
Many families face barriers that keep them from being involved in their
communities. Things like having a young child, being a single parent,
not having a job that matches a person’s skills, or being a newcomer to
Canada can make participating in your neighbourhood or community
even more difficult.

Parent skill building
GUHD has employed a variety of approaches to build capacity of
parents beyond what people might associate with parenting skills.
GUHD has known for some time that the whole person needs to be
engaged for families to achieve their best possible outcomes so we
have created opportunities for this kind of additional learning whenever
possible.
The following are things GUHD has done to include families’ voices.

Parent newsletter
A community parent was hired to use her writing and facilitation skills to
work with a group of parents from across the GUHD partnership to
create newsletters. They learned about story development, page layout
and expressing themselves over six sessions.

Quarterly events
GUHD partners worked together to put on half day special events to
bring together parents from across the project to learn about a topic,
share in fun with their children and meet other parents. Some of the
topics included family diversity, nutrition and exercise.

Quilt making
We wanted parents to be able to identify their gifts and talents, as well
as have the opportunity to share them with each other both in their
local programs and across the partnership. To do this, we had parents
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engage in activities to uncover their gifts. These were recorded on
sheets and put into a resource binder. As well, they represented their
skills on cloth squares which were later sewn into quilted wall hangings
to be displayed at each site.

Boundless Adventure
This project was first piloted in GUHD the summer of 1996. Since then
parents from across the partnership head into the wilderness with their
young children to enjoy three days of being at a lodge, canoeing, and
ropes courses as a way of connecting with their children and gaining
access to building confidence, parenting skills and personal growth.

Spring into Health, Spring into Action
For several years, GUHD partners brought together parents from
across the project to daylong events which were a combination
of self care workshops and participation in systems change
activities.

FAIR
Doing activities like capacity building and parent empowerment
were all of a sudden becoming extras rather than something we
could afford to do on regular basis. GUHD became quite clever at
finding ways to do qualitative evaluation that would build skills of
parents or uncover capacity as a means of continuing some
parent participation initiatives beyond the programs and services
we were collectively providing.
The next step was to write a proposal that would afford GUHD the
opportunity to concentrate on increased parent participation. This
proposal would also need to provide the partnership with a
chance to immerse ourselves in learning that could result in
sustainable change for families, communities and GUHD partner
agencies.
We were off and running on a three year journey.

Project Overview
Families are Important Resources” (FAIR) was a project that worked
to increase the opportunities of marginalized families in the city of
Toronto to become more involved in their communities as part of
Growing Up Healthy Downtown (GUHD) – a partnership of eight
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community agencies working with families with young children
across downtown Toronto.
FAIR was a unique initiative. We collected ideas available on social
inclusion and used them to build a program that involved parents
at every stage of the process. Through FAIR, underrepresented
families were encouraged and empowered to act in their
community. The GUHD Partnership will share what we learned and
the impact of our work with its national, provincial and local
networks.

What FAIR was set up to do









Identify parent groups and coalitions located in the city
Uncover priority issues for disadvantaged families and
understand the barriers they face
Survey families to identify relevant community issues and
activities that may be of interest
Encourage three parent-led networks across the city
Engage young children to communicate their ideas about
what makes their community special
Provide training and skill development workshops
Organize annual city-wide parent network forums to share
information
Develop a website, video, newsletter and a project manual
for distribution across the country

Who we worked with
Our target participants were marginalized families with children
under the age of six. Families can be marginalized by poverty,
immigration status, language, literacy capacity, disability, special
needs or many other issues that may hinder their ability to have
equal access to resources and opportunities to engage in their
communities.

What FAIR wanted to achieve
 Document an effective model for community-based
networks led by parents
 Identify the barriers to community involvement for
disadvantaged families
 Enhance the network of parent-led groups across the City of
Toronto
 Develop a model to engage young children in innovative
activities that will capture their concept of self in the
community
 Build the skills and knowledge of “marginalized” families
Introduction
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Resources for Everyone
Please read The FAIR manual, its appendices and watch the DVD
to see what was learned in the FAIR project.
Please feel free to use these resour ces to assist in your own
community engagement work.
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Engaging parents as Citizen
Learning from others

The FAIR project wanted to build on what was already happening to
engage parents. We tried to use what other people had learned about
social inclusion to develop new and creative ways to talk with parents
about the barriers they face to full or increased civic participation.
Together we explored ways to overcome those barriers.
We believe one of the way to do this is to support parents and
caregivers to develop, enhance and practice the skills and
experience(s) to be more fully involved in their communities.
Social inclusion means feeling and being included in all the aspects of
daily life in our communities.
Civic engagement means taking part in things like parent committees in
schools, talking with local politicians about concerns or ideas and being
in places where decisions are made to change communities, programs
or services.
Community participation means that families are able to take part in
local activities and use community resources easily.

Resources that we used
What families want – what families need
Action for Children Today and Tomorrow (ACTT) wanted to engage a
wide range of partners in identifying what issues communities could
mobilize around. More importantly they wanted to engage families in
identifying the issues and deciding on actions.
A forum was held with parents and other stakeholders. Parents came
together to create workshops on a number of emerging issues. The
parents then went to family programs to talk to parents about the
information they had learned.
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It was a good local example of what could happen when parents were
given access to information and the opportunity to increase their
confidence and facilitation skills.

Parents for Action Now!
The Parent Child Network of West Toronto began consultations with
parents as part of a proposal they were developing. At these meetings
parents were learning about elections and immigration. They were
developing voter education workshops and writing deputations in
response to issues. Parents were attending to build their social networks
and to participate in the broader community.
The idea of having several partners work together to facilitate the
process was one that we brought to FAIR. The role of staff was to
mediate connections with community resources and expertise as well
as coordinating logistics like food and childcare.

Families and democracy project
In Minnesota, therapists volunteer their time to run parent groups in at
risk neighbourhoods. Before running these groups, they are taught to
facilitate rather than lead and given a range of tools to use in order to
help identify issues and concerns that parents can take on and have an
impact.
“Within a citizen model, the professional is a leader in the early stages –
brings the model, facilitates the meetings – but looks to develop new
leaders in the group who will take over from the professional after a
time. The goal is for the work to become community-led and directed,
with the professional serving as a resource.” (2002, p. 580)1

An interesting learning from their project is that “Community-based,
citizenship work is more fluid in its approach to the duration of
work....and indeed there may not be an end as the project mutates
into something else. This open-ended process is necessary to citizen
work.” (Doherty & Carroll, 2002; p. 581)

1

Doherty, W.J. & Carroll, J.S. (2002). The families and democracy project [Electronic
Version]. Family Process, 2002, 41: p. 579-589.
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Involvement vs. Engagement
At the University of Saskatchewan, Debbie Pushor2 stresses the
difference between parent engagement and parent involvement.
Parent involvement is when we roll parents into the agenda we already
have for them. On the other hand, parent engagement is when parents
are included in decision making and can commit to action together.
Another interesting concept that Pushor discusses is that of being a
guest host. When we work with families we are often a guest in their
communities. Yet we hold a lot of the power and get to say how and
when parents are welcome. In fact we need to behave like guests and
respect families’ intimate knowledge of their lives and their
communities. Because we have power we need to create welcoming
spaces at the meetings we arrange and treat families well when they
attend. That means including them in meaningful ways and meeting
their needs like childcare and food.

2 You can listen to Debbie Pushor at People for Education’s website. She gave a talk at
their conference in November 2007.
http://www.peopleforeducation.com/conference2007 under Parent Engagement
Matters.
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“I am quiet now, not because I have nothing to say, but because I have
always been too busy. I am every day concerned with my family, my home.
Today is the first day I thought about it…what do I want to change in my
community?”
Parent,ParentActionMadeSimpleworkshopforReadyforSchoolConnects(Summer2008)

Parent action group model – A citizen focused
approach
When we wrote the proposal we included parent led coalitions in our
work plan as part of the way that we would engage parents in civic
engagement and community participation, and hopefully result in
greater social inclusion for families with young children. We believed
that locating parent led coalitions to mirror agency led coalitions would
facilitate two way learning.
Agency Led Coalition
Parent Child Network of
West Toronto
Downtown East
Coalition 0 to 6
Action for Children
Today and Tomorrow

Parent Action Group
West

Parents for Action Now
& Mama Bears

Central

Central Family Action
Group

East

East End Parent Action
Group

Additional parent action groups came into being for shorter periods of
time. This included work that was done in the attempt to sustain a
project in Crescent town after its funding ran out. Parents met for
several months under their name of the Parent Forum until the space
they met in was closed. After that attempts were made to continue to
meet with them with other community partners; however, there were
many demands on the community for the time of residents and staff
with the creation and sustaining of groups as a priority neighbourhood.
In addition to this we had parent action groups that worked on child
poverty and planning community events like annual FAIR parent
conferences, open space meetings and discussions.

Toward a FAIR model
Parents identified the notion of needing to see action at each and
every meeting moved to the changing of names from parent led
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coalitions to parent action groups. For that reason tools and/or
processes were created and used to help parents to focus on the
actions they had agreed to take. (See appendix.)
In addition to this, the idea of “roving leadership” by Dupree, suggested
that one of the best ways we can support leadership is to create
moments or environments where people can take leadership roles
when they are capable, available or interested in doing so.3 By calling
them parent led groups we were expecting that all parents could be
leading at all times, when in fact the real emphasis was parents taking
actions as they see fit, which also included leading.
This allowed supporting staff to be more comfortable in acting as
facilitators instead of at times feeling like they were forcing leadership
on people not able to take that role at the time. There was fear, as well
as anecdotal evidence, that in fact some people shied away from
continued participation in parent led coalitions as opposed to parent
action groups.
Instead of the focus at the end of each meeting being on who was
going to lead the activities or chair at the next meeting, the shift was
towards what actions had parents agreed to take and who was going
to do them by when.
The groups were co-facilitated by community partners. The expectation
was to have the FAIR coordinator assist GUHD frontline staff and
community partners to build their capacities in community action and
civic engagement as well as how to facilitate engaging meetings and
share power readily with parents.

Dupree, Max: Leadership is an art. Doubleday Publishing, 2004.
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Only in our easy, simple, spontaneous actions are we
strong.
Ralph Waldo Emerson

The different groups and actions

Over the life of the project there were various parent action groups.
These included the following opportunities.

Central Family Action Group
This group was attended by parents living in the catchment area
around The 519 Church St. Community Centre and Dixon Hall. These
were the two GUHD partners who were leads on arranging the logistics
for meetings such as reminders for upcoming meetings, booking space,
arranging childcare and providing refreshments.
At the beginning of the group, it was an interesting journey to figure out
how to introduce newcomers to the way we were holding meetings.
Interestingly enough, the parents attending were used to more formal
meetings with concrete agendas. Our approach of using popular
education tools and adult education principles was new for them. And
although they found it exciting it was challenging. One of the GUHD
staff asked people to check out of a meeting by sharing the colour they
were feeling. One parent, Xiaohong said “I don’t know what this colour
is that you are asking me to feel. But this was good and I am happy to
come back again.” The smile on her face told us all that even though
we were using strange activities, she was enjoying our sense of play.
The group had many interesting discussions. Everything from wanting to
explore global wisdom around recycling that came from group
members sharing stories of their shock about garbage and recycling
here as opposed to getting money for your garbage and recyclables in
China. They also had a lot of passion for working with the TTC to try and
have a public transit system that met the needs of the families wanting
to use it.
The biggest undertaking for CFAG was their work on community safety
audits. They were really concerned about the cleanliness and safety of
parks in their neighbourhoods. They collected stories and pictures from
families, met with local resident groups, talked with politicians and took
training from Metropolitan Action Committee on Violence against
Women and Children (METRAC). For two years in a row, parents went to
take the training offered by METRAC to learn how to conduct safety
Engaging Parents
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audits and add their concerns to the actions of many. By using METRAC,
parents and staff had the opportunity to do the following things:

become more familiar with a community resource,

meet lots of other people from across the city who share
similar concerns,

feel a sense of ownership of their community by looking at its
strengths and challenges closely,

know their concerns were brought forward in a process
already respected by the city.

East End Parent Action Group
This group had a very large catchment which mirrored the catchment
of ACTT. In reality, most of the parents came from the Blake Boultee
Neighbourhood where our community partner Eastview
Neighbourhood Community Centre is and in South Riverdale where our
two community partners WoodGreen Community Services and South
Riverdale Community Health Centre are.
The group was very interested in speaking to issues of cultural sensitivity.
Their passion and personal experiences made it very difficult for them to
address this issue head on. They had wanted to go in to talk to
community partners about the need for cultural sensitive services that
go beyond translation or putting up posters that state you have a harm
reduction program or are family friendly. People had a lot of painful
experiences from well intentioned service providers.
At first we turned to local experts like Pape Adolescent Resource Centre
and East End Community Legal Services to learn about making
testimonials or doing advocacy work. Quickly parents realized they
were not ready to stand up and have a united voice on this issue. We
decided to work together to practice these skills through educating
ourselves about a social issue and taking actions on that.
The issue the group decided to work on was the Living Wage
Campaign with the Falling Fortunes project in Toronto. They began their
work by writing letters to Santa Claus which were then sent to the three
major papers for printing in the letters to the editors section. This was
followed by creating their own living wage statements on poster board
for use at community rallies and events. They surveyed community on
their concerns about living wage and joined efforts at the end of FAIR
to put on the Colour of Poverty parent discussion evening.
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Harbourfront Mama Bears
Initially we had thought Parents for Action Now would be the group to
bring in parents from three of the GUHD partners since all of those
partners were involved with Parent Child Network of West Toronto
(PCNWT) and worked with each other on other activities. This did not
prove to be the case.
The parents living in the waterfront community and using Harbourfront
Community Centre needed to meet during the day and had school
aged children that limited the time they were available to meet. In
addition to this, they live in a community that seems so close to the rest
of the city but is limited by transit schedules and the Lakeshore
separating it from the rest of Toronto.
This group took on many local initiatives. They started a soccer league
and stopped the destruction of community green space with widening
of a road to the Toronto Island Airport. They negotiated parents being
included in a local art project and partnered with a seniors group. The
also created a play called “The Bag” that speaks to the impact of
poverty on young families.
This group joined with the others for planning and implementing the
Colour of Poverty parent discussion night and plans to continue to meet
beyond the end of FAIR regardless of funding.

Parents for Action Now! (PfAN)
This group was in existence before the FAIR project and the way it
engaged parents helped to inform the proposal and the way we
engaged both community partners and parents in parent action
groups.
During the time FAIR was associated with PfAN, many different activities
occurred. One of the most interesting pieces that happened was the
struggle parents had in moving ahead on the issue that was most
significant to them – immigration. Dealing with past issues like housing
had been informative and built skills through internet research and
guest speakers. But when it came to dealing with issues of immigration,
something else was happening.
Each time they met to discuss immigration they would never get
through their agenda. They would hardly deal with anything concrete
at all. The transient nature of parent action groups frequently means
there is a small group of core members (3-5) and others that come
when they can. Each month would see the re-introduction of members
Engaging Parents
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who had not been around for a few months or the addition of new
members and this led to heart wrenching stories about their families and
friends living in fear of being swept up and sent back to countries they
had fled or actual stories of deportations and the impact on real
families. After months of tear filled sharing it dawned on them that
maybe collecting stories was the action that they were searching for.
They began a journey into collecting stories that took them into sessions
of making quilt squares, attending rallies at Queen’s park and creating
workshops in conjunction with Springtide Resources. The power of
collecting stories from families was huge. It allowed not only the parents
to be engaged but invited staff to take part in the sessions as well.
Everyone has a story to share about the impact of immigration on
families and those stories run the gamut of emotions and experiences.
The group is still unsure how many stories they need to collect until they
know what to do with them. The process did open up many
opportunities for the parents to build their skills and share experiences
with each other.
The group also created a welcoming space for the other parent action
groups to join with them to host a colour of poverty parent discussion.
PfAN will continue to meet as it is funded through PCNWT. The funds
from FAIR supplemented their budget to include being able to hold
larger community events and hosting other members to attend. PfAN
has agreed to expand its catchment for including parents on an
ongoing basis. They are open to having anyone involved with FAIR or
new people who are interested to join them the last Wednesday of
every month at St. Christopher House.
It will be exciting to see how the groups and individual members
continue to grow and evolve after the FAIR project. To quote Tamara, a
parent activist, “We’ve only just begun.”
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Sharing Common Experiences
One of the most important aspects of engaging parents was
bringing parents together. In parent action groups, people could
build relationships with each other and have the common
experience of working on goals together month after month. They
chose topics significant to their families using a variety of popular
education tools. They frequently employed “dot-mocracy” as a
way to help build consensus on which actions to take. And when
that was not so clear they had a lot of discussion to bring
everyone to a place where they could all agree.
It was about having a collective learning about the issue. It was
about it happening in a space that was supportive and safe. It
was about having relationships with each other that allowed
them to trust that it was group learning and not about any one
person. That is what shared experience is about and that is what
roving leadership includes. It includes everyone taking the turn to
share our thoughts and concerns so that the group as a whole
can learn.
Another way of sharing common experiences was creating
opportunities for parents from across the project and even
beyond to come together to learn from each other and from
other resources.

Joint parent actions
One of the activities identified in the project was to hire a
consultant to create a project-wide campaign for parents to
participate in. As the project unfolded there were plenty of
opportunities in the broader community. Parents were able to
participate in several different larger movements in order to
experience the connection of their personal issues to community
actions to social reform. They were able to use the money
allocated to the consultant to hire The Catalyst Centre to do two
days of skill building with parents and frontline staff.
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Parent conferences
The largest gathering of parents was the
parent conferences. Right from the
beginning of the process parents were a
part of visioning what a conference would
look like and how the day would go.
The parent conferences were intended to
build on the success that had been
previously enjoyed by GUHD parents at
‘Spring into Health –Spring into Action’. The
difference with FAIR parent conferences
was that they were seen to be an
opportunity for parents to learn from each
other, celebrate all of their successes and
see how personal and local issues connect
with larger social reform.
The guest speakers that were at parent conferences included
People for Education, Campaign 2000 and Falling Fortunes. (See
Resources) some of the workshops that parents could build their
skills at were Theatre of the Oppressed, creating reading circles
and public speaking.
Parents loved the opportunity to come together. They learned
from hearing each other talk about their lives and experiences as
engaged citizens. Also, staff could learn beside parents and have
an opportunity to see what impact their efforts were having.

Open Space
A tool that was used at the conferences and to bring parents
together at other times was Open Space. Open space is a
process of creating an opportunity for people to take ownership
of their issues and interests in a gathering of people. People post
up their topics and others join in the discussion. The commitment is
to be involved in the discussion for the day and to uphold the
basic rules of Open Space. (See appendix.)
Some of the issues that came up in open space were childfriendly public transit, parents opposed to war (POW), creating a
parent paper, the environment, informal childcare and support
groups for women. Open space allows individuals to flesh out an
idea that they have and bring the idea back into their own
lives/actions or to form new groups.
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Child Poverty Action Group
Parents were interested in talking about the impact of poverty on
families. As well, every year Campaign 2000 would approach
Growing Up Healthy Downtown to find parents interested in
talking to media about their personal experiences and the report
card.
Instead of waiting until November, parents decided to get
together in the early fall to explore the issue of poverty. Parents
used a variety of methods to deepen their understanding of what
kinds of information were being used to talk about poverty (like
LICO or Low Income Cut-off) and what kinds of resources were
available to assist families (like FoodShare).
As parents became more confident about their knowledge of the
topic, they began to talk about being a part of the report card
release for Campaign 2000. In the early fall, they reconnected
with the campaign to find out when and where the release was
to be held. The national release was going to be in Ottawa that
year.
Working with the GUHD partners, other parent action groups and
Campaign 2000 they hosted the Toronto release of the national
report card at a family carnival at one of the GUHD partner
agencies. This fulfilled a number of aims:
 the staff involved with FAIR practiced their skills by creating
activities for children about poverty
 children had a chance to participate in the work their
parents are doing
 parent action groups connected their issues with child
poverty
 The Child Poverty Action group had the opportunity to
showcase their knowledge.

Colour of Poverty Action Group
Following on the success of this event, people wanted to learn
more about hosting a community forum as opposed to a
carnival. The Colour of Poverty Campaign, which talks about how
poverty is more likely to occur for people of colour, had created
a video and a discussion tool for community use. Parents decided
to take this format and use it as a forum. Their initial idea was to
hold their forum in the spring of 2008.
Their decision to use a tool that was already used and tested
allowed them to focus their energy and learning on what is
needed to put on a successful event. The group brought together
Engaging Parents
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parents from other parent action groups4 at monthly meetings. In
between meetings, site specific groups worked on different
aspects of a successful conference. The working groups were
outreach, logistics (food, space, etc.) and creating a children’s
program. There was also a need to work on facilitation skills and
people’s confidence around facilitating.
As time went on, it became increasing evident that parents
needed more time to complete essential tasks before they could
focus on facilitation skills. Parents at one site even created a short
skit to kick off the forum. At the end of October 2008, parents
hosted a successful event that went very smoothly and ended up
being a perfect way to wrap up the parent action groups with an
opportunity to work together.
The findings of the facilitated discussion were shared with the
Colour of Poverty Campaign and will help to inform the
campaigns’ future direction.

The groups that worked together on this project were East End Parent
Action Group, Mama Bears, Parents for Action Now! Parents from
Central Family Action Group attended the event itself.

4
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In Summary
FAIR set out to engage parents in three parent led coalitions in
downtown Toronto. Parents had the opportunity to participate in
six parent action groups and two joint action groups.
Adequate resources and support at local agencies or in networks
need to be in place to reduce the barriers for parent
participation;
1) Transportation like TTC tickets
2) Informal childcare or children’s programs
3) Snacks
4) Space to meet in that is family-friendly
5) Staff time
Parents need staff members who can support when necessary
and be a resource connecting parents to existing opportunities
and in learning the skills they need to accomplish the changes
they would like to make in communities.
Staff members also require the support and learning opportunities
to help them to transform from program provision to engaged
citizen. Not many of us have learned in any formal way how to
navigate systems – how to move from the personal to the
political. We all need the opportunity to learn by doing. That is the
road to being an engaged citizen.
It is a big commitment to begin a process like this. Risk taking is a
big part of parent inclusion. Go ahead – pick a date, provide the
supports and teach parents about open space. Be open to see
what happens and be prepared to journey with them.

Parent action made simple
Staff and parents often asked, “How can we talk to parents
about social inclusion in an easy way?” a workshop was
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developed to be used in Ready for School Connects5, with that
takes less than an hour to introduce parents to the FAIR project
and its main ideas AND to get them to take a simple action
together by the end of our time together.
This model was then shared with parent action groups, GUHD staff
and other partner agency staff. Interest in the approach was
widespread and FAIR shared the model with a number of
community partners. This tool is included in this manual. (See
appendix for the tool.)

Ready for school connects is another project of the Growing Up
Healthy Downtown partnership. It housed at Davenport Perth
Neighbourhood Centre. It is a school readiness program for newcomer
children and their parents. To learn more about Ready for School
Connects check out their website at http://www.rfsc.ca
Engaging Parents
15
FAIR manual
5

Families Are Important Resources

Engaging Children

Written by
Deborah Konecny
Coordinator, Families Are Important Resources

 Family Service Toronto
355 Church St. Toronto ON M5B 1Z8
Phone 416-595-9230 • Fax 416-595-0242

Engaging children
Included in this chapter

Why engage children ..............................................................................................................1
Why Families Are Important Resources .................................................................................2
Parents are the first teachers ............................................................................................................................2
Family is the community building block..........................................................................................................3
Tip Sheet for Success .....................................................................................................................................3
Small Details and Big Picture ............................................................................................................................4

Parent role model of citizenship .............................................................................................6
Broaden the definition of citizenship ...............................................................................................................7
Building a common experience and language ...........................................................................................8

Child as Citizen..........................................................................................................................9

For children and parents...............................................................................................................................9
For children and other adults .....................................................................................................................10
What happened...............................................................................................................................................11

Building Capacity in Community .........................................................................................12
Learning from ACTT ..........................................................................................................................................12
Developing tools...............................................................................................................................................12
Using them in the community.........................................................................................................................13
Beyond FAIR ......................................................................................................................................................13

In summary...............................................................................................................................15

1
Section

Engaging Children
"How do you react when your child enters the room? Do your
eyes light up?"
Maya Angelou

Why engage children
An important role of parents, in fact any adult involved in a child’s life is to
help them to become good citizens. There must be an unwritten rule
somewhere that says when children reach the age of majority they will
somehow understand all of the implications of picking up a pencil and
marking a ballot. But this is not true. It does not happen magically. It
happens through intent. The adults around children must be role modeling
what it means to be a good citizen.
For the thousands of newcomers to Toronto every day, being a good
citizen means something else too. Currently, we only let people vote in
Canada who are already Canadian citizens. That seems outdated to
many parents. In a diverse city such as Toronto where the population is
rapidly approaching 50% of the residents as being immigrants, civic
engagement is going to need to adapt to reflect and include the voices
and concerns of the people living in our city.
One way this can begin to happen is by engaging parents in their role as
primary educators of children not only to learn to brush their teeth and write
their name but also on how our children can grow up included, engaged
and participating.
It also means raising our voices together to question how a globally diverse
city such as Toronto can include the voices of all its citizens – not just those
who vote, be they newcomers or children.

Engaging Children
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Why Families Are Important
Resources

When we chose the name for this project, Families Are Important
Resources, it was not just because we thought it was cute and catchy. It
was not even because the acronym was great – FAIR. We believed it …
hook line and sinker. One of the reasons that most of us are engaged with
projects like this is because we passionately believe in the significant role
that healthy, engaged families play in the community. In fact Social
Development Canada1 knows it too. The strength of our country, of our
communities, lie with how strong our families are. It is a good investment in
tomorrow to invest in families today. Beyond this, there are three reasons
why we believe that families are important resources:
parents are the first teachers, family is the smallest building block in
communities and families can see the small details and the big picture.

Parents are the first teachers
The role of parent is undervalued in many real ways. Parents are the
place that we point when things go wrong in communities but how
often do we acknowledge the value of the work that parents are
doing. Parents are the first teachers in children’s lives. When I use the
word parent, I am assuming that is any primary caregiver like a
grandparent, aunt, foster parent, or childcare provider.
If we understand and honour the role parents play in children’s lives, we
can better support parents to have the confidence they need to pass
along their knowledge and experience. Children adore their parents
and they need to see their parents in positive ways. We all have a role
to play in helping this to happen. This can mean including parents and
children’s voices in decision making in our centres, giving parents new
and/or age appropriate skills and information to use in their families and
help parents to connect day to day with longer term skills.
Parents often second guess what skills they are passing along to their
children. They become fixated on things like academics and life skills

1 Social Development Canada was a separate ministry for the Government of
Canada at the time FAIR received its funding. Now the Social Development
Partnership Program exists with HRSDC – Human Resources Social Development
Canada.
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because they are concrete things that they can see their children
mastering.
In workshops and parent action groups, FAIR facilitators would
emphasize a number of things that parents are doing that are skills their
children need to see in order to grow into fully functioning citizens.

Family is the community building block
When we think of the world as a whole, that is an awe inspiring
moment, huge beyond most of our comprehension. As we begin to
break the world down into smaller components like countries or
provinces, things become easier to understand. Families – however you
may define them - are the basic building blocks of any community. In
order to have healthy communities, cities, and countries, we need to
make sure that families are strong. In FAIR, we think strong families are
ones that are socially included. This means they are participating freely
in their communities and are engaged in civic life.
It also means that if someone is hoping to consult with community and
get their input into a new strategy, direction or program, they need to
include families. In order to do this there are certain things that need to
be taken into consideration.

Tip Sheet for Success
“Meeting Families Where they are at” means creating welcoming
spaces for parents and children. At GUHD and FAIR we do this by
remembering that parents have children and families come as a
package.



plan appropriate activities

Parents need to be appropriately engaged. Don’t just talk at them.
Talk to them, involve them in activities they enjoy and can become
absorbed in.
This also includes making sure they know their children are well
taken care of. A parent who is preoccupied about their child/ren is
not focusing on the issue at hand.



child-minding

Simply providing child minding does not always inspire confidence
to parents to leave their children with strangers. Kids need to have
fun activities that are age appropriate and supervised by staff
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people that are familiar with the space and your project
expectations.
Creating tools to get children’s opinions about issues, that resonate
with the issues being discussed and acted on by their parents is
important. By planning tools and activities that engage children in
meaningful fun things, says you expected children to be there and
value their contribution too.
Using tools that echo the work parents are doing creates an
opportunity for meaningful exchange between parents and
children and allows for the possibility of creating a family culture
that is community minded.



time of day



get ‘em here



food

Keep in mind the daily routines of families. Try not to interfere with
nap/bedtime, mealtime, pick up or drop off at school.

Sometimes transportation can be a huge barrier for families. Figure
out “stroller distance” and communicate your expectation about
walking to meetings or groups. For anyone traveling beyond that
have tickets/tokens on hand and readily available. If you are clear
and consistent about how tickets are distributed, there are fewer
issues. Better yet, hold the meeting in the community where the
families live!

Provide healthy nutritious foods. It is one more place you can have
a positive impact on families by providing good food choices and
supplement marginalized families’ diets by looking after daily food
guide requirements.

If a meeting happens over a mealtime, make sure you plan for it!
Not only do we need to include parents but we need to begin to think
about how they can include the voices of children.

Small Details and Big Picture
Having children is a magical time in many ways. In particular, it is the
time when parents are able to focus on both the small details of day to
day life and the big picture of the future. When you are a parent, you
are concerned about your child learning to walk or write and you are
concerned about the kind of world he or she will grow up in and what
kinds of opportunity will be available to him or her. That ability to be a
global thinker as well as being detailed oriented is essential to
Engaging Children
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sustainable change. In order to make changes happen and keep on
happening, we have to make the most of this moment of thinking both
big and small. We can learn from parents’ abilities to think in this way
and we can help to show them how to use this skill in other areas of their
lives.

Engaging Children
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My house would be more of a home if my mom was not
worried about the drug dealers on the corner when she
looks out the window.
Boy aged 8

Parent role model of citizenship

We think that our children are protected from the harsh realities outside the
doors of the places we live but they know the truth of life by the look in our
eyes or the tension in our shoulders. That is not to say that parents aren’t
doing the best they can and providing spaces for their children to grow up
nurtured and safe. They are. They are also getting a lot more information
about the world and how we relate to it than we might expect.
Through the FAIR project, we tried to shift that a bit. We tried to put a little
more focus onto the unspoken content children receive by helping parents
to redefine themselves as role models of what it means to be a good
citizen.
Children are aware
of concerns much
bigger than what we
would like them to
have to deal with.
That being said, they
are listening and
learning how to deal
with the world by
watching their
parents.
Understanding this as a strength can be a difficult step for many parents
and staff. In order to do this, we all need help in understanding how our
daily lives connect with larger systems or more complex skills.
In workshops and parent action groups this is a constant thing in the back
of facilitators’ minds. When talking about this with a group of newcomer
parents in a school readiness program, I explain it using many examples of
what civic engagement looks like in different aspects of our lives. Talking to
your neighbour about not leaving the garbage out for days is not being
nosy or bossy. It is explaining to your neighbour that you are concerned
about the mess from skunks and that you want a clean neighbourhood
because a clean neighbourhood tells people that everyone who lives
there is working together to build strong communities. We all want to avoid
confrontation but when we help parents to understand that their children
Engaging Children
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seeing them speak firmly and respectfully about issues like this helps them to
learn how to communicate well and how to be a steward for the
environment.
Taking the time to find examples like this to reinforce for parents their role in
modeling good behavior for their children is a strong motivator. Explaining
to parents that explaining what they said or did to their children helps their
children to understand the moment and it also creates an opportunity for
families to have conversations with each other about things that matter.

Broaden the definition of citizenship
When a lot of people think of the word citizen, they think about who has
legal citizenship in a country, and more often than not, they think about
who gets to vote in elections. Voting is an important part of exercising your
citizenship but it is a small piece of what the families involved in FAIR came
to understand about citizenship.
At one parent action group meeting, parents were discussing the
upcoming election. Most of the people in the room were families who had
emigrated from other countries. Some were now officially Canadians but
not all of them. They were not sure how some of the traditional things we
did with parents applied to them. For instance, during the first year of the
project we created a pamphlet with questions for parents to ask
candidates about issues that were important to families. Since they were
not voting they did not think it was important for them to be prepared with
questions for candidates. But it is!
Parents needed to hear that they had power – power to tell others who
were voting what the responses of the candidates were. Once we
discussed that, they wanted to know more. They wanted to know about
the rate of immigration in Toronto and how many people were not
included in voting. We had a lot of discussions about whether government
was representational if 50 % of the population of a city was not able to
vote. The opportunity also afforded people a chance to work together on
building internet search skills, understanding of how to access data through
government websites and building their confidence by taking on specific
tasks and being a part of important conversations between them.
It is not a big step from there to talk about whom else is not recognized as a
citizen – children. And from there the understanding of why it is important
for children to understand why we go to evening meetings (because I think
it is important for our neighbourhood to be clean and strong for our family)
and why time is spent on letter writing (because we want more community
health centres so all children can have a good doctor).
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Building a common experience and language
One way to facilitate change is by building commonalities between
people. This can be done through shared experience and with shared
language. By having shared experiences of how things can work, people
can deepen their skills by teaching each other or by learning from each
other. This exchange happens more readily when they can say “Do you
remember when we…?” This is another reason why FAIR included anyone
who was interested to participate in all aspects of the project including
creating children’s programs and activities.
A parent might not feel that she has a lot to contribute but if she has ever
read a book to her child or coloured with a group of children then she has
what she needs to be a part of creating children’s activities with
community content.
We kept the focus on what parents already do. They have an abundance
of knowledge about what crafts their own children love to do and what
they don’t. They know the stories and games that they will play again and
again and what songs they can’t stop singing. Parents get acknowledged
as experts.
Added to this was the enthusiasm and eager nature of students on
placements. I would send out invitations to GUHD partners and other
stakeholders whenever workgroups like Engaging Children would be
meeting and invite them to participate by sending students. It is a win-win
situation as I benefited from more ideas around the table, parents
benefited from learning from students, students learned something new
and could participate in a meaningful way and community partners could
say “yes, that I can do.”

Engaging Children
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You must be the change you wish to see in the world.
Gandhi

Child as Citizen

We approach being a citizen as if it is something magical that happens
when a child turns 18. Just like being a parent. We assume that all
women will naturally be good parents and that anyone fathering a
child will be a good dad. For those of us with children in our lives, we
know there is very little that happens without lots of practice, learning or
mistakes.
Did you know how to be civically engaged when you turned 18? Did
someone hand you a manual of how to vote? Did you know where to
go to get the services you needed? Or did you have to watch others to
learn?
In order to have children learn to be citizens, it was important to include
their voices in the FAIR project.

For children and parents
The main purpose behind having these activities included in children’s
programs was to allow an opportunity for parents to have conversations
that matter with their children. Parents come out to parent action groups
because there are issues that are of major concern to them. They are
passionately engaged with topics that are discussed and they are usually
interested in the topics because of how it relates to their child.
As an example; at one parent meeting we were discussing the colour of
poverty campaign.2 One of the parents said he felt it was an important
issue but he did not understand how it connected to his life. We talked
about it as a group. How much we knew about our communities and how
proud we were of the diversity of programs and people in our programs?
Then the facilitator could ask the question; When was the last time your
child had a play date with a child of colour? Or played with someone who
was a newcomer? This helps move the discussion to a different level.
That is where the opportunity to role model with our children comes in. Are
we intentionally setting up the world in a way that our children openly
For more information about the Colour of poverty campaign, you can visit
their website www.colourofpoverty.ca

2
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befriend children who are not from the dominant culture? There are lots of
studies on how children exclude children who are different. The studies are
from around the world. It is not that we intentionally set out to be exclusive –
but we are not intentionally being inclusive. That is something we can
teach to our children.

For children and other adults
As part of FAIR we created an Engaging children workgroup. . The
workgroup helped with the development of activities and a list of
resources that encourage children to speak about issues with their
voices, art work and actions.
Overall we wanted to develop a model of engaging children in
community capacity building initiatives that were age-appropriate in
order to enhance our understanding of how children see themselves
within their community and what they identify as the essential elements
of being included.
We thought that bringing parents, students and staff together we could
create an environment where we could explore ways to engage
ourselves in learning about engaging children as well as to actually
engage children. Three things we wanted to accomplish in the work of
the group were the following:


To increase children’s confidence in sharing their ideas and
concerns about issues.



To increase parents/staff understanding of the importance of
children’s input and increase the impact of children’s input on
the actions of parents/staff (and perhaps even decision makers)



To increase parents/staff persons’ confidence in engaging
children in their community and build their capacity to develop
tools and strategies to do so.

Because the project focused on connecting with parents with children birth
to six, the ages of the children in programs was young. In fact most of the
children at parent action groups were between 2 and 4. These ages
proved to be too young to engage in a lot of discussion with such small
groups. When there were more family groupings of children (a broader age
range like 3-10) and at larger events like parent conferences, we were able
to develop great activities to engage children in discussions that were
related to what the adults were discussing. (Some of these activities can be
found in the appendix.)
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What happened
Parent discussions were enriched with input from their children’s thoughts.
The activities in the children’s program were summarized and shared with
parents at the next meeting. They helped to keep parents focused on the
reason behind their actions and work plans – their kids.
Parents feel connected and passionate about what they were doing when
they were reminded that it was connected to their children and the
wellbeing of their families.
Children also loved being able to show their artwork with their parents. This
was more special when parents would excitedly share that they were
talking about too. It was a great chance for families to share what they
were both learning with each other.
The children enjoyed having parents ask them questions about what they
did and share how it was related to what the parents were doing too. It
made both of their time and activities equally important.
Children seeing adults engaged in actions and discussions helps children to
recognize opportunities to make a difference. It also helps them feel more
confident in speaking up.
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People underestimate their capacity for change. There is
never a right time to do a difficult thing. A leader's job is to
help people have vision of their potential.”
John Porter

Building Capacity in Community
Sometimes the idea of engaging children as citizens was met with
resistance or disbelief. Did we have the time to do this too? Were
parents really ready to be role models of being a citizen? Beneath
those doubts there was excitement. There was energy about parents
and staff members being role models. People wanted to learn and
teach. Everyone is passionate about the children in their families or in
their work places. For many people, the reason they were in the room
was because of the children.

Learning from ACTT
The idea for engaging children as citizens came from community
consultation done by Action for Children Today and Tomorrow (ACTT).
ACTT decided that children aged 7 were the expert about children birth
to 6 years old. With that assumption in hand, they went into Thorncliffe
Public School and did a consultation with four Grade 1 classes about
what kids need to grow.
The consultation included some fun popular education methods of
collecting demographics about size of families, use of local resources
using a method called buses or lifeboats. This was followed by an
interactive activity about what plants need to grow. The children
planted seeds in peat pots and learned about talking to plants to help
them grow and playing music to cows to increase milk production. The
children drew pictures about what children need to grow.
The pictures were inspiring. They included a variety of images from libraries
and fresh fruits and vegetables to safe parks. One even included
waterslides.

Developing tools
To help people understand how to engage parents in community
action and civic engagement, FAIR created a process that people
could easily use. The same thing needed to happen for people to have
a similar approach to creating activities to engage children.
Engaging Children
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At one of the first Engaging children work group meetings, students,
parents and staff made a checklist of what they felt were important
things to keep in mind when creating activities for children. (See
appendix.)
One thing most programs have on hand is books. All families have
access to books from public libraries or schools if their children are older.
Books engage children. They love to hear their favourite story books
over and over again. Using favourite books as a way to brainstorm
social issues makes good sense and is a comfortable activity for
everyone.
Once ideas begin to flow from books it becomes easier to imagine how
favourite crafts and other activities could be changed just a little to be
related to the social issue that you found in the book. Before long
people are creating full programs for children to be engaged in while
parents are busy in their meetings.
One of FAIR’s favourite books was But not the hippopotamus by Sandra
Boyton. In the book, all the animals are hanging out with each other
doing fun things except the hippo. In FAIR the book was used to talk
about the ways we can hold ourselves back from being included. The
book could also be used to talk about how children new to schools
might be left out, or what it feels like to be a newcomer. (The hippo was
the only African animal in the book.)

Using them in the community
It was not enough to just have parents bring their children to FAIR.
We did not want them left in a room to only have informal
childcare. We wanted the children engaged and learning too.
This meant having activities ready for children to do when we had
a large enough number of them in kindergarten or older.
We brought activities to parent action groups, community events
and parent conferences. It was not something we threw together
as an afterthought. In FAIR, it became a necessary component of
successful event planning.

Beyond FAIR
At the People for Education conference in November 2007, FAIR
presented on engaging parents beyond school councils. We talked
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about using existing school events as a place to get input from
families – both adults and children.
We also dreamed of using math class as a way to include children’s
voices. Instead of creating tally charts of children’s heights or what
they watched on TV last night, children could be asked more socially
relevant questions.
Children could also survey parents at pick up and drop off times.
They could ask questions about school community events, meeting
topics and other things important to a healthy school and to families.
At the Family Support Institute of Toronto conference in September
2008, FAIR hosted an interactive workshop using tools and worksheets
in the Engaging children workgroup. (See appendix.)
The sky is the limit for the creative things we can do with children. At
parent conferences we brought in special guests to do creative
voice and movement or theatre with both children and adults.
During the final FAIR celebration, we ended with parents and
children in the same room. The children came into the room with
great fanfare – a parade with banners of their skills and talents, crafts
from their many activities and songs they had learned together. The
last thing we did together was to listen to a story, Miss Rumphius by
Barbara Cooney. The end of the book challenged us to go forward
and make the world a more beautiful place – something we can do
together.
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What we learned through FAIR by creating activities for children we
shared through parent action groups, workshops, newsletters,
consultations and presentations at conferences. People were really
interested in this. It does not take a lot more energy to plan activities
with social issues in mind than it does to simply plan programs. There
was a lot of interest in sharing this learning. FAIR created tools for their
own activities but also for GUHD partners and other community
partners who requested them.
It is important to include children’s voices in events and to keep
planning time in mind for creating these exciting programs for
children in new proposals. They may even include opportunities for
parents or students to get paid to do this kind of work.
We hope everyone involved with the FAIR project has a better
understanding on how being more socially included and
demanding inclusion makes us all better role models of being a
citizen.
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Including Families’ Voices

It is essential to actually make the time to ask families directly what they
need to be more socially included.
For this reason we set out to do the following:
- a community scan of resources
- a community animation process to identify barriers families face
- a survey of issues for families of young children
Over the three years of the project, the way it rolled out was different
than what we had initially envisioned. We also learned a lot about talking
with families in meaningful ways.
In FAIR we wanted to capture a few moments using different kinds of
tools to find out what was happening for families in some Toronto
neighbourhoods.
The idea is not to draw conclusions about all families across Toronto or
across the country, but rather to look at how effective particular tools
were. We also wanted to know what parents were thinking about right
now so that we could engage their interests and concerns through FAIR
activities.

Why Community Animation
There was a commitment to using popular education approaches and
adult education framework when engaging parents in any part of the
FAIR project. This kind of engagement helps people to understand power
as it exists in every day life and hopes to liberate people from the
oppression they experience. We thought an excellent way to do this
would be through community animation.
For our working definition, we thought about community animation as
the process of bringing community issues to life. We did not want to
simply ask people “What are the barriers you face to participating in your
community?” To start with, we knew from GUHD evaluations that families
are often grateful for the services and resources that are in the
community. Sometimes families are hesitant to mention what else they
need because they do not want to appear critical or ungrateful.
We knew that in order to truly engage families in open dialogue we
needed to approach them in the least threatening manner that was
Peer Facilitators
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available to us. We wanted to ensure the activities in the sessions with
parents were fun and interactive ones that could easily include children
too.

Why Hire Parents
Since our target group was parents, hiring parents could create a
commonality between parents and facilitators from the start. Parent
facilitators have an understanding of the experiences being faced by
other parents. They are natural peers and can engage parents more
easily based on their shared experience of parenting.
The assumptions we brought to this were as follows:
1)
Using peer facilitators increases the comfort level of
participants to share the kind of information the project
requires
2)
Using peer facilitators inspires parents to envision themselves as
being more civically engaged and/or participating more in
the communities
3)
Treating people with dignity and respect allows space for
people to articulate what they can and cannot do without
fear of reprisal
Another reason to hire parents of young children is that it is a great
investment in communities. Parents can take the skills they learned in
FAIR and use them again in their local neighbourhoods and
communities. This helps the impact and learning from the work done
to continue beyond the end of the project. We believed the
following would happen:
1)
2)
3)
4)

Increase the capacities of community members who are
enthusiastic and show an aptitude for group facilitation
Provide opportunities for parents to attain recent employment
experience in light of being away from work to raise children or
gain Canadian experience as a newcomer
Ensure that the work is meaningful and part of a larger picture
that is clearly communicated to all stakeholders
Contribute to the body of literature/research supporting Action
Research and Community Development Models

Overall, our aim was to use a community development approach to
train peer facilitators. We based their training on capacity building
principles by using a train the trainer model and increasing
sustainable change in individuals and communities by utilizing
popular education tools and an adult education framework.

Peer Facilitators
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What helped me the most was being told to go with
the flow. That no two animation sessions would be the
same and that no session was a failure. This gave me
the freedom to be myself and just to try my best.
Parent, community animator
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The Process of Community Animation
Engaging Parents as Animators
The first thing that we did was to create a flyer for GUHD partners and
other community agencies to place in their program spaces. We
wanted to connect with parents who were already “engaged”. They
would be able to share successful stories of reaching out to community
service providers successfully. They would probably also have stories to
share of how difficult it was to get involved at first.
The next step was to create an information brochure that also served as
an application to be a community animator. GUHD staff and other
partner staff were encouraged to personally approach parents in their
programs and the broader community who they felt would be
comfortable learning how to facilitate groups or already had experience
doing them. (See appendix.)
When we reached the application deadline, we saw that we had about
25 applicants. This seemed like a reasonable sized group and a lot of
interest. It seemed premature to decide to shortlist parents from the
application form. Instead, we developed a group interview process and
offered all applicants the opportunity to attend.

The Journey to Hiring Parents
GUHD partners and other community partners attended the group
interview to observe and take notes about things like how well individuals
did at facilitating small group activities, taking notes,
and respecting each other. We then debriefed at the
end of the group interview and they left me with their
recording sheets and their impressions of the day. From
that a group of 12 were hired to be community
animators.
These people came back together for a train the
trainer session. During this time we went through the
community animation session with the parents as participants and the
FAIR coordinator leading the session.
Peer Facilitators

3

FAIR manual

Each step of the workshop to be used with parents was written out and
included in a binder. After each step was done, we stopped and asked
clarifying questions and made necessary changes to the outline.
Once we went completely through the session, parent facilitators then
took turns leading the activities and asking each other questions or
making suggestions. People felt quite confident with going out as teams
to lead workshops.
For each person’s first workshop, the FAIR coordinator or another
experienced community animator attended.

Community Animation Sessions
The community animation sessions were well received by the parents.
Community animators went to Growing Up Healthy Downtown
programs. In addition to this, they held animation sessions in public
libraries, family shelters, drop-in programs for teen parents and resource
centres in schools.
Most sites provided children’s programming at the same time so that
parents were free to talk about the issues that were most on their minds.
Not all of these would have been appropriate for children to hear. For
example, one parent shared that the barrier she had to community
participation was the news on TV and radio that it reminded her
everyday that she had family overseas that were living in war torn
places. When children did want to stay in the room, everything could
include them ; from drawing the places they liked to visit most in their
communities, to listening to stories and participating in conversations. It
was important that the sessions themselves were wholly inclusive.
One of the things we learned quickly was just how flexible animators
needed to be. Parents were facilitating a session with a baby group. It
just happened that on this day there were only younger first time mothers
in the group. They were cautious about using pencils to draw with at the
same time they held their babies but did not want to put the pencils
down. As well, their attention to a large group session was not there.
Quickly the format was changed to smaller conversations or one-on-one
discussions where the animators drew pictures to capture the places and
concerns of parents in the room. At the end of the time, all parents
came together for circle time to see the concerns of everyone. It was
necessary to engage the parents in that room in the way they needed
to be at that time.
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The learning was shared with all of the animators via email along with
some additional tips. People excitedly shared other ideas that might
have worked and the whole group profited from the experience.
During the workshop, parents were asked to draw a picture of the
community place where they most liked to go the most. While they were
drawing, they were asked what made it easy to go there. Parents were
invited to draw pictures of where they would like to go. They were asked
what kept them from going there.
There was also the introduction of children’s books to help talk about
daily challenges that make things difficult like “Rosie’s Walk”, and “But
Not the Hippopotamus”.
Throughout the process of doing community animation sessions, the tool
was tweaked and modified in response to the experiences of the
animators and the limited time. The full tool is available to you in the
appendix.
Parents shared more easily when they were engaged by another parent
and their hands were busy colouring and creating.
Even in some groups that did not seem to want a lot of group discussion,
there was positive feedback from the approach used. Program staff
would call and tell the coordinator that after the community animators
left, the mothers had stayed around and discussed in greater detail the
activities they had done and the things they learned from doing them.

Emerging Themes
Many of their concerns overlapped from one theme to another and this
was not surprising. In part, it could be because society has come to see
the inclusion of families to be the responsibility of individuals rather than
something we all need to be concerned about.
From the many parents that the community animators talked to in the
numerous settings the emerging themes were: that programs or places
were inaccessible, parents felt isolated, money was limited and that
some places were not child-friendly. The tool for this session is included in
the appendix.

Inaccessible
Parents described inaccessibility as:

transportation – getting off and on buses, etc or the need
for a shuttle bus where there is no TTC service

age limits

language – needing interpretation

needing better signage on buildings
Peer Facilitators
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needing to know about programs/resources (better
promotion)
weather – too hot/too cold
no child-minding during adult programs
limited hours of operation – working parents need evening
hours
strollers onto TTC or through aisles

Isolation
Parents talked about isolation in these ways:

language – English is not my first language

non-supportive family members eg. my husband does not
want me to work

personal or family illness

cultural gaps

lack of confidence

ghettoized neighbourhoods - safety, crime, cleanliness,
lack of equipment or no replacement of broken equipment
in parks, etc.

no time for “ME”

Limited money
Limited money affects inclusion in these ways for the families we
spoke to:

fees for programs

high entrance costs for recreational activities like zoo,
science centre

have to meet basic needs first

need to work extra hours/jobs

TTC is expensive for whole family

Childcare to either work or have free time is expensive.

Not child friendly
They spoke about this in the following ways:






lack of children spaces in places such as libraries
no “children are welcome” times
not welcoming environment:
- staff are not open minded or welcoming
- space was untidy or unclean
time is during afternoon/nap time or does not allow for pick
up of children after school
more than one child on TTC/walking is very difficult

Peer Facilitators
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Follow up
We wanted to make sure that we had the full picture of what was
happening for parents in our summary. Community animators went out
to six parent groups and did a focus group with them to see if these issues
were the same for them. At these sessions, some of the groups got really
involved with talking about one or two of the barriers in particular.
Overall, they agreed that these were the top issues that challenged
families with participating more fully in their communities.
These issues were kept in mind when arranging workshops, training
and parent action groups.

Evaluating the Process
The community animators came back together for a debriefing session in
order to make sure FAIR learned everything it could from the process of
training peer facilitators to run groups in the community. The tools used
during that session can be found in the appendix.
Some of the suggestions they had for future things were:
1) More physical resources so that each animator had a binder and
the materials with them at all times (not just before sessions) so
they could practice and review the steps to facilitate a group.
Having an electronic version was not enough.
2) They would have liked the coordinator to have been at every
session. Not because they felt they could not do the activities
without her but because they wanted more feedback on their
facilitation skills so they could become stronger.
3) Better communication at host agencies. Sometimes the staff that
did the booking for the sessions, and had the information about
community animation, did not pass along enough details to the
staff at the host agencies on the day the animators came to do
the training.

Peer Facilitators
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This helped me to understand all the steps to doing
outreach, organizing and doing actual workshops. I met
other parents and got comfortable talking in front of a
group…it was fun.
Parent, conversation leader
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Conversation Circles

We wanted to have a way to engage people in what was
happening with FAIR. We learned that the way to engage parents
was through discussions with other parents. We used a technique
called study circles. Study circles are like focus groups. You bring
people together to find out through talking what their issues,
concerns or opinions are. With a study circle, you focus on one issue
over several sessions with the same group of people. A deeper
understanding of the issue can be found through mutual sharing.
FAIR hired someone to create the conversation circle interview
process. We used the train the trainer model from the first group
interview so that people had a clear idea of what would be
expected from them as a community conversation leader.
Applicants took turns facilitating parts of the conversations that
parents would be participating in.
During the check out part of the agenda, a parent said, “Now I know
what skills I need to work on so I can get a job as a facilitator.”
Actually doing the work during the interview had allowed her to
experience that she did in fact want to become a group facilitator. It
also allowed her the opportunity to experience for herself the skills she
needed to gain before she was ready to be a facilitator. Other
people agreed with her and repeated similar things about
themselves.

Outreach for parents
We wanted to strengthen our findings from community animation about
what parents had identified as their barriers to inclusion. We also wanted
to know more about how parents might be inspired or motivated to
participate in actions. Therefore, we created a survey for the Community
Conversation Leaders (CCL) to use to approach parents in community
settings. We knew that we would need to talk to parents in order to
populate 4 conversation circles. As a group, the CCL and the
coordinator created an outreach strategy and target populations based
on their language skills and interests. CCL planned to work in the: Spanish
speaking community, with young parents, Chinese speaking parents and
Peer Facilitators
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a general group. We were surprised at how few people were actually
willing to come together to meet with other parents.
More people than we anticipated were willing to answer the survey (See
appendix) but very few wanted to give personal contact information for
follow-up even though they were interested in the focus group. We
thought that being flexible about when and where the groups would be
held would be helpful and more accessible to parents. In reality it
seemed that it weakened completing what we were trying to do. The
people who were interested were sometimes no longer available once
enough people for a group had been pulled together.
In the end we had numerous surveys and only enough parents for two
conversation groups.

What we learned
We learned that even brilliantly laid out plans and great tools do not
always get the anticipated results. The tool is good and you are
welcome to review it in the appendix and use it. It is an exciting concept
and great action plans have been uncovered or created from using it.
However, timing is very important to success and setting the goal of
having much smaller groups may help to have more focus groups.

Peer Facilitators
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Collaborative Peer Facilitator
Training
Background

During the process of hiring animators, parents shared that they needed
assistance with transferring into their résumés the things they learned and
did through FAIR. As well, the FAIR advisory stated that although it was
commendable to provide some training and employment to parents, it
really was a small opportunity. There was a desire to do more for parents
to help them find sustainable employment or to help them re-enter
training or education.
Access Alliance was approached to explore whether they could do a
workshop with applicants and animators about what skills parents would
require to get employment such as peer outreach worker positions. This
issue resonated with the needs of the peer outreach workers who were
in 2 year contracts and interested in securing more permanent job
security too.
Several months later, a newly hired staff of Springtide Resources
approached the FAIR coordinator about recruiting women into peer
educator positions. During this conversation we discovered the issues that
FAIR facilitators faced were the same concerns for the women working
at Springtide.
It was thought that perhaps a joint partnership through four agencies;
FAIR, Access Alliance, Springtide Resources and Davenport–Perth
Neighbourhood Centre could help to bridge the needs of these parent
facilitators.
Together the four agencies agreed to provide and host one workshop
each so that parents would have access to at least 4 opportunities to
learn how to make the best use of their community connections and
short-term employment to build good career paths.

Goals for Collaborative Peer Facilitator Training
1) Use the synergy of a collaborative approach to provide resources for
parents who have been trained for unique peer facilitator opportunities;
showing them how to maximize their experiences to secure
employment/training
2) Increase the capacities and confidence of community members who
are enthusiastic and show an aptitude for group facilitation
Peer Facilitators
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3) Provide additional opportunities/understanding about the labour
market for parents who have recently gained employment experience
after being away from work to raise children or gain Canadian
experience as a newcomer
4) Facilitate the continued learning of parents through bringing them
together so they might network and learn from each other
5) Contribute to the body of literature/research supporting Action
Research and Community Development Models

Assumptions we made about the need for the training
The unique opportunities that parents have with these projects make it
difficult to use some more traditional employment resources.
Part of the strength of working in communities is the ability to work in
partnerships where resources and opportunities for growth and learning
can be maximized.
Responding to this emerging need will strengthen not only the capacities
and outcomes of parent facilitators but also for community agencies
and their other partners.
The lessons learned will strengthen the depth and breadth of future
training opportunities.

How we got to collaborating
Informal conversations were done in an exploratory way to see what the
issues and concerns were that other agencies were facing regarding the
continued learning goals of peer facilitators.
Invitation to participate in an exploratory meeting was extended to 3
partners in addition to the FAIR coordinator at FST. All partners agreed to
participate and subsequently agreed to commit to a collaborative effort
for 18 months (the inclusion of one full calendar year of workshops.)
Agreement on plan of action and outcomes was reached over
subsequent meetings. See attached timeline.
Survey of participants was done by each partner agency to see what
their learning goals were. The Survey focused on the four areas the
partner agencies had agreed were skill priorities for the peer facilitators.
Surveys were compiled and the results were used to help inform the
structure of upcoming workshops as well as serve as the baseline for
evaluation.

Peer Facilitators
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Creation and implementation of Workshops would be completed on a
quarterly basis with each partner assuming full responsibility for one
quarter a year.
Evaluate and have an open process that includes a feedback loop to all
stakeholders. The goal of the collaboration was to document the process
of the Collaborative Peer Facilitator Training including the support of an
individual to secure ongoing employment.

What we discovered
It was possible to share training expertise and resources between
agencies. It was enough for people to know that another agency was
doing a similar group or having a similar experience. Parents and other
community members were excited to have additional training
opportunities.
They did not come out in huge numbers but they did participate. We
never had fewer than 7 people attend a session.
We found that corporations wanted to get on board too. We
connected with Eli Lilly through United Way’s Days of Caring. They
sent out staff to meet with peer facilitators to review their resumes
and cover letters. They even looked at job postings together and
formatted new letters. It was a two way learning experience that was
enjoyed by everyone.
Community members felt great to be included in additional training and
agencies felt wonderful for continuing to support professional
development. It was a win-win situation.

Peer Facilitators
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In summary

One of the things we learned was that it would have been more
helpful to have done the project activities in a different order. A t the
start of the project it might have been better to do: a survey of issues
important to families, what resources they knew about and which
ones they needed to know about.
It would have been easier to teach survey skills to parents than
facilitation skills. It would also have mirrored the skills development
that happened with frontline staff. Outreach and doing surveys are
quite similar in that you are learning to approach strangers and talk to
them.
This would have meant that parents would have increased their skills
and confidence before trying to do recruitment for conversation
circles or facilitating groups. In addition to this, there would have
been more excitement about FAIR in the community earlier. This
would have made booking appointments to do community
animation easier, less time intensive, and parents would have also
had the experience of being involved in parent action groups to
share with new parents. They could have invited them to come to
parent action groups with them. This may have brought more new
parents into parent action groups.
The idea of parents helping parents to becoming engaged citizens is
greatly assisted by participating in the activities mentioned here, as
well as by being a parent paid to peer facilitate.
Here is what the 20 Peer Facilitators are doing now:
One had another baby.
Three completed Bachelors degrees and are working either part or full
time in their field of study.
Three completed bridging course for foreign trained professionals. Two
have jobs in their fields of study now.
Two are working as settlement workers.
Two are working in Perinatal programs.
Three have finished diplomas and are working in their fields.
One completed a Masters degree and is working in their field.
Peer Facilitators
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Two are exploring future career and educational opportunities.
One just finished a contract and is searching for a new job.
One continues with her peer outreach job.
One has started a part-time job and is volunteering a lot.
They all enjoyed their time with FAIR and stay in contact through emails,
participating in training or events, or are engaged in parent action
groups.
One of the best things that happened through the project is that people
got reconnected with what they feel passionate about. And they
pursued it, whether it was continuing to stay at home and parent fulltime, pursuing a new career or updating an old one. It is important for
parents to get the opportunity to step beyond the isolation of parenting
and back into their own lives with their children. It is a significant
commitment for any future project to take.

Peer Facilitators
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We must become the change we want to see.
Mahatma Gandhi

Making change last
Often when special project funding is secured, the impulse is to hire
new st aff to fi ll thi s ne w position and t ake the lead i n the projec t
activities. That new staff person t hen get s t he learning t hat is
created by the new opportunity. When the project is over, there is a
final rep ort tha t is intended to c apture the key learn ing and the
expectation that people can learn from reading about the project.
But the deeper learning of doing the project walks out the door.
Most projects rely solely on manuals t o capture the learning and to
share tha t with ot hers. People ha ve d ifferent learning sty les an d
reading is not the best way for everyone to learn. People also learn
through exper ience. They also learn through the use of tools and
activities th at create en vironments for participants to l earn from
their own individual wisdom and the wisdom of others.
To make the impact of Families Are Important Resources last after
the project was ov er and be a vailable to more than the e ight
GUHD part ners, we used di fferent learning environment s and
activities. In t his secti on, we wi ll focus on how F AIR attempted to
engage staff as lifelong learners.
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GUHD is like the nest. I am safe there. FAIR is like the
wind. I just want to fly!
Frontline staff

Family Support Workers in GUHD
Frontline staff participated in an on-going basis in the social
inclusion work. It was through this work that family support workers
(FSWs) had the opportunity to work on civic engagement and
community participation within the context of including families.
GUHD has passionate and knowledgeable frontline staff who are
superbly qualified to bring programs to at risk families in downtown
Toronto. They have good understanding of the issues and barriers
faced by these families. They have the patience and resource
knowledge to connect parents with the services their families need
and access to family resource programs and educational
workshops.
Being passionate about families and knowing about service
provision is a good start for increasing parent participation in their
communities, but it is not the only component. In fact, the process
for parents transforming themselves into citizens engaged in
community and systemic issues is similar to what needs to happen
for staff. They need to embrace lifelong learning and be given the
opportunity to see themselves as agents of change in their own
lives, the agencies they work in, and their communities. (Sometimes
we all need to unlearn some of the ways we have been taught; not
just what we learned. Using democratic or liberation education can
be one way to do this.)
From over ten year’s history of GUHD, we knew that some parents
wanted to connect in different ways. We also knew that staff liked
the varied interaction and learned a lot from activities like parent
forums such as “Spring into Health Spring into Action”. It was also
clear that people’s workloads were already too full. They could not
be expected to take on additional work. Each partner agency
needed the ability to free up permanent staff’s time so they could
fully participate in FAIR. For this reason, we included part of the
project budget to make this happen.
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The model that we saw working was to give each of the 7 partners
providing programs, money to cover 4 days of FAIR work a week. It
was up to each partner to decide which of their frontline staff
would participate in FAIR. The hope was that by doing this, GUHD
partners could use the FAIR money to hire in relief staff to cover
their regular staff’s responsibilities. In the case of The 519 Church
Street Community Centre, they hired their relief staff to work in
programs on Fridays so the regular staff could dedicate Fridays to
FAIR work, whereas, Harbourfront Community Centre gave
additional hours to a relief staff so she could build her own skills by
participating in FAIR.
When we received the fundi ng for the proje ct, managers sitting a t
the GU HD management comm ittee d iscussed again whether this
was the model we wanted to use for the proje ct. The decision was
unanimous to move ahead in order to allow the greatest impact on
the partnership and the communities.

Developing shared language through experiences
Moving ahead with implementing th is mo del seemed like an
opportunity people w anted to take, but were unsure of how to
implement it. For this reason, the first several months were filled with
activities for st aff t o fa miliarize themselves w ith the lang uage an d
practices of working more inclusively with parents as c itizens. Some
of the tasks included the following:


Use the internet to find a definition of social inclusion and
find an ar ticle about soci al inclusion t o s hare wit h y our
staff team and other GUHD FSWs



Find an ar ticle in the newspaper tha t s hows parent s
taking ac tion together and po st it in y our program
space. Share it with other GUHD FSWs.



Make appo intments with y our supervisor, your di rector
and your ED. Ask the m the que stions from the sur vey
about what y our agenci es history is w ith increasing
parent participation within the agency.



Set u p two ½ d ays to g o w ith c ommunity a nimators to
parks in the area around y our agency t o t alk w ith
parents about your programs and the FAIR project.

Going to do the same tasks during the same time period
allowed us to discuss our experiences and develop shared
language and meaning about the FAIR project.
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The context for learning was monthly FAIR meetings where the 7
partners1 would send their FSW staff to meet with the FAIR
coordinator. Together we would try out activities, reflect on how
they could be altered and how they might work in existing
programs or parent action groups.
These first meetings gave us an opportunity to do participatory
icebreakers and experience meetings as learning opportunities
so that the entire FAIR team could feel more comfortable on
diving into the world of engaging parents as citizens. The
expectation was that activities that were used in monthly FAIR
meetings could be easily used in parent action groups. (You will
find some of these activities in the appendix at the end of this
section. Please try them out!)

Putting it into practice
The best way for FSWs to learn how to
engage parents as citizens was to practice
the skills and approaches they were
learning about in FAIR meetings directly
with parents. Part of the planning for FAIR
parent action groups was to match them
to the existing agency led network
boundaries. This would make it easier for
referrals from partner agencies. They would
find out about parent action groups at
network meetings and offer these action
groups to their parents to get engaged.
This also meant that parents and staff from
different agencies within catchments,
could learn from each other and feel the
strength of acting as a group in a relatively
local community.
Within parent action group meetings, FSWs
could learn from watching the way the
FAIR coordinator facilitated discussions
and activities as well as having the chance
to use a tool they had learned through
FAIR.

GUHD staff learn popular education
tools by using them. Here they
created tools they would need for
personal care while they were newly
learning about social inclusion.

There are a total of 8 GUHD partners. One of them, Family Service
Toronto, is the lead agency and has the GUHD coordinator. The other 7
partners have Family Support Workers who do the frontline work.

1
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Having an almost immediate opportunity to practice skills
allowed staff to develop confidence quickly as well as skill in
being able to facilitate groups or workshops.
One of the interesting things that happened was that it was also
easier for FSWs to encourage parents to take on new roles in
groups because it was a recent learning
for the staff as well. They knew how to
talk about the excitement and anxiety
about leading an activity for the first
time. That authenticity carried a lot of
influence.
The opportunity to practice not only skills
but also take risks creates space for
parents and other emerging leaders to
do the same.
In the west end of Toronto, we were
able to do things in a slightly different
way. There was an existing parent
action group. This meant that frontline
staff from GUHD partner agencies had
the opportunity to accompany parents
from their programs into a pre-existing
group.

Parents use same tool to identify
training needs to work in community.

Both of these approaches provided opportunities for staff to be
engaged as learners. There are many differences to the two
approaches; however, neither emerge as THE ideal way. Instead
they illustrate that any number of approaches can create a
learning environment. The key components would seem to be
intentionally approaching not only community members but
ourselves and other staff as learners and identifying the range of
skills that exist in any group.

Engaging Staff
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It’s okay. Take your time and think. I am comfortable with
silences now.
Frontline staff speaking with parents

Workshops and Training

One way to successfully learn about being a facilitator is to try it out.
This experience can be strengthened if you experience yourself as
a facilitator within the context of a group. Being in a group helps to
capture momentum, share skill building and name moments when
something is occurring. Sometimes change comes in the form of a
success and sometimes it comes in the form of a challenge that
can be reframed as learning. This type of reframing is most easily
learned through observation or experience and often needs the
creative energies of a group to capture what can be learned from
a difficult circumstance. It does not hurt to repeat here that these
moments just don’t occur. This self-reflective nature only can
become habit through intentionally creating these opportunities.
The way FAIR did this included using workshops and training as
intentional space to inform individual as well as community
practice.

Starting slow
In the beginning, FAIR discussions and activities were
incorporated into existing GUHD network meetings. A few
activities were included on the regular agenda to begin
introducing staff to the FAIR project and begin working together
using different methods than they were currently used to using.
It quickly became evident that in order to have sustainable
change, more time was necessary to create an environment of
learning and exploration. GUHD family support workers needed
the time to become lifelong learners. It was necessary to
understand what the role of the family support workers would
be in not only the FAIR project itself, but also beyond the life of
the project. FSWs participated in parent action groups in a
variety of ways during the FAIR project. They did everything from
outreach in existing programs, participating in group activities,
planning actions, and teaching concepts and tools. In order to
be able to understand the way parent action groups would run
they needed to build their own skills and begin to experience
the way that parent groups might work.
Taking apart tasks to figure out what skills would be needed to
work with families for greater civic engagement and community
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participation was done collaboratively by the coordinator or
guest presenters and by the FSWs on an on-going basis.
Ownership is an important ingredient of successful learning. Staff
needed to be included in the experience of tearing apart
activities in order to uncover what skills were missing so that they
would be able to apply this to future issues that arose when
working with parents.
It is intentional that family support workers were seen as pools of
knowledge and that democratic learning was employed. These
are key approaches to engage families so staff needed to
experience this approach from the beginning of their work with
FAIR.

FAIR meetings for GUHD staff
In order to accomplish this monthly meetings for GUHD FSWs
were created. At these meetings, we wanted to concentrate
on the skills that would be needed by GUHD to carry the impact
of FAIR beyond the project ending. After all, you can’t engage
parents for one 3 year period and expect not to ever have to
do it again. New families move into communities every week
and new babies are born every day creating a new target
group for learning about civic engagement and community
participation – more families for social inclusion.
At initial FAIR meetings, we explored definitions of grassroots
movements and social inclusion with activities in the meetings.
Some of the tasks people took away with them were to set up a
FAIR bulletin board in their program space to post the FAIR
newsletter. They also researched examples of grassroots
movements or parents taking action. These articles were shared
with parents and each other.
FAIR wanted to immerse staff in the world of civic engagement
and community participation. We wanted them to live social
inclusion in an intentional way. We wanted them to become
confident about who they were as citizens and to learn to
recognize it in others. This way they would be really comfortable
supporting parents on their journeys.

Including broader community
Other community partners identified their interests in participating in
FAIR discussions about social inclusion so were invited to participate
in the workshops and training that was being offered. These were
set-up to follow the regular meetings of the FAIR FSWs where they
were able to identify their concerns and challenges in our smaller
group in order to problem solve or identify future training needs.
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In addition to this, parents now had the experience of a year’s
worth of parent action groups, peer facilitation opportunities
through FAIR, and the many other ways they were involved in
community. They had a wider range of skills and interests that
moved beyond the scope of what could be accomplished in
regular parent action groups where the focus was on taking
collective actions.
As well, FAIR had attracted the
attention of other parent and community
activists through FAIR newsletters, parent
conferences and the ever powerful word
of mouth. There was a growing request
for more learning opportunities for the
parents themselves. They expressed an
interest in connecting with other adult
learners.

Staff from GUHD and other community
agencies come together to learn.

For these reasons, FAIR meetings
underwent a change to have a part of
the meeting just for GUHD FSWs to work on their specific concerns
for FAIR work. The rest of the time was then opened up for the
community to participate in the learning.

It needs to be noted here that none of these activities were a part
of the initial FAIR proposal. The need was organic and the response
evolved out of what needed to happen. FSWs were well versed in
providing great programs and services, but needed dedicated
time to develop their civic engagement and community
participation muscles. As they developed their muscles and I talked
about their successes, other staff wanted to be included and
space was there for that to happen.
As parents continued to strengthen their capacities and I learned
to recognize opportunities to see everyone as citizens ready to be
engaged, the need for a more expansive invitation to participate in
FAIR training emerged.

Shared FAIR learning
Some of the topics included the following:
From Common Sense to Good Sense
Using popular education methods to understand our
assumptions about community participation and to uncover
what we already know about engaging people.
Public images of citizenship
Exploring how representation in the media affects who gets
Engaging Staff
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excluded from having the identity of citizen. This was a
doctoral thesis by an FST colleague.
Including families with English as a Second Language
How to create a welcoming space for newcomers. The
facilitator started the workshop in Macedonian for
experiential learning.
Communications
Part 1 was on using newsletters and collecting stories
Part 2 was on using the internet and its many applications to
engage community
Setting healthy boundaries
A look at why we do too much and what we need to do to
make space for saying no.
A lot of the lea rning from FAIR happened in interactions between
people. Having rela tionships w ith ot hers who are also learning a
new way of looking at things makes learning eas ier. Ev eryone is
working on i dentifying processes that emp ower opportuniti es for
action and ways to make things more equitable.
The way to make change last is to in tentionally i ncorporate it into
everything you are doing and in F AIR, we also belie ved tha t it
includes t he language we use . There i s no poin t ha ving a soci al
inclusion pr oject that is a bout c ivic eng agement a nd c ommunity
participation if you do not all know what those words mean. Doing
this takes work and commitment. Terms cannot simply be explained
once. New people come to the project and new o pportunities
arise. Bot h require apply ing wha t was lear ned about concept s
again and again.

Opportunities for students
Another way to help change to be sustainable is by placing the
project within a broader context. A wider version of the world
includes schools.
FAIR provided placement opportunities for 5 students from George
Brown College, Centennial College, and a high school.
Beyond direct placements with FAIR, the project welcomed the
participation and contributions of students across Family Service
Toronto and our community partners. Students came from a variety
of backgrounds and assisted with community events like: the
release of the Campaign 2000 report card at the community
carnival, planning and supporting the parent conferences or
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contributing their insights for literary reviews. They were invited to
participate fully in all FAIR training.
Impacting how people interact with community members at the
beginning of their careers or in a new leg of their careers can bring
about big changes.
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Washing one’s hands of the conflict between the powerful
and the powerless means to side with the powerful, not to
be neutral.
Paulo Frèire

Sharing our approach
FAIR’s connections with the GUDH partnership allowed
opportunities to connect with people from across the country and
in different program areas. It was through these connections that
presentations were made at both national and provincial
conferences on ways to engage families.

Identifying allies
It was also necessary to find people and agencies that were in
neighbourhoods where we had connections through GUHD so that
we could build supportive resources for parent action groups close
to where families lived. Many of those partners had long
relationships with GUHD partners.

Gaining momentum
Part of gaining momentum was to be responsive to needs as
they arose. When a community partner needed someone to
help support a parent group in Crescent Town, FAIR was able to
help. Together we transformed the group into a group action
group and helped them to address local concerns as long as
they were interested and able to do so. As well, when one
GUHD partner shared that the parents in their programs wanted
to have a parent action group in their own centre, we said
“Yes!”
The whole idea with FAIR was to identify interest in inclusion or
taking action and move with it. If parents wanted it, and there
was staff time to support it, we did it.

Parent Inclusion Project
Another opportunity that afforded people the chance to learn
about FAIR and our approach was the Parent Inclusion project.
People for Education received funding to focus on the inclusion
of newcomer parents in schools/education.
FAIR participants were able to review and edit parent tip sheets,
attend the conference and learn from participation on the
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advisory committee. It was a mutually beneficial relationship
with lots of shared learning.
People for Education came to present at FAIR conferences and
we went to present at theirs. Their staff attended our training
and community meetings. We went to their forums and
discussion groups.

Toronto Community Development Institute (TCDI)
The opportunity was available for parents and staff to
participate in a 3 day conference to learn about community
development. Parents presented two different workshops and 5
GUHD partners sent their staff.

Community conversations and world cafes
Community conversations.2 It provided a great vehicle to raise
some questions that had arisen through FAIR. They are the
following:



Looking at risk taking. What needs to be present to
support people to take the necessary risks to make
change?
Community readiness. Who needs to be ready? Often
we think of community members needing to be ready
but how ready are agencies and staff?

World cafes have been a part of the FAIR wrap up and two
presentations at conferences. They are an excellent way to
share information about inclusion and let the room participate in
creating actions and sharing knowledge or solving problems.
Lots of opportunities were available for FAIR to learn about
inclusion and to share learning about including parents. These
opportunities for collaboration uncovered information to share
with parents and staff members. It also provided a lot of stories
to illustrate both when inclusive practices were working well and
when they needed more tweaking.

University of the Streets has been doing conversation cafes for several
years. To learn more about this, check out http://univcafe.org

2
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Sharing FAIR stories
Newsletters
An effective way to share learning can be to use newsletters.
Unlike longer papers or manuals3, newsletters have short snappy
articles and issues created around themes. Brief articles allow
people to grab a piece of information during a short time period
such as children colouring or a delayed appointment at work.
Themes help to connect pieces of information or activities
together. Someone might not have seen these things as being
related. A newsletter theme helps to string things together.
Newsletters helped to create a concrete record of what FAIR
was thinking and doing and shared them in a timely manner
before the end of the project.
FAIR planned to start newsletters 6 months into the project. Some
of the articles were going to be written by parents for parents. In
my enthusiasm to get started, I wrote a newsletter before I
actually started the job. I knew the sooner we began dialogue
about social inclusion, the quicker we could get started.
Over the duration of the project, 13 coordinator newsletters
were created and shared. In addition to this, 5 parent
newsletters were written by parents for parents. You can find a
lot more information about the FAIR project from the
newsletters.4

FAIR website
FAIR also agreed to create a website to connect parents with
each other and to share information about the project. Despite
the best of intentions, the creation and maintenance of a
dedicated website was beyond what FAIR could manage.
Instead Family Service Toronto created webpages for FAIR. We
posted regular updates there and included the address on all
FAIR information so people could connect to FAIR on the
internet and use the coordinator to connect with each other.
To create more opportunities for people to connect on the
internet we introduced staff, and they in turn introduced parents
It is intentional that the FAIR manual was created in smaller pieces.
Having separate documents for each chapter makes the information
easier to commit to. Having small sections within chapters lets parents
and staff read a little at a time.

3

4

www.familyservicetoronto.org/programs/guhd/fairnewsletter.html
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to different resources on the internet. We learned about doing
information searches. In particular we focused on sites that
talked about children’s activities or social campaigns including
families or children. We also used applications like yahoo groups
to share information and plan meetings. Later in the project, a
staff member was able to assist parents in setting up a
community event using facebook.
Again, FAIR did not end up where we had expected to go. But
we did go places. Staff and parent animators conducted focus
groups with parents and other agency staff to find out what
they would want in a website for parents. These are skills that
they will take with them. It is also an experience of what to do
when things turn out different than what you expect. We all
need to learn to turn difficulties or barriers into new opportunities
or successes.

FAIR video
Another way to engage learners is visually. Many FAIR activities
and tools were visual and we wanted to create something that
would last too. We hired a video production company called In
Harmony, to capture the project. This endeavour involved more
work then we could have imagined. It also would have cost a
lot more money if our videographers had not done some things
in-kind. Overall, the results are stunning.
The parents, children and staff in the FAIR project captured the
hearts and imagination of the video team. Beyond the
contracted 15 minute video, we also received a mini-video as
an added bonus to use as outreach during the project. This was
distributed to GUHD partners along with a facilitated discussion
tool. GUHD agencies could have the FAIR project in their
pockets to take with them. (See appendix for tool.)
This video is a useful companion piece for this manual. It will
reach out to people beyond GUHD and FAIR to encourage
them to try the tools and models in the manual.
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There’s only one corner of the universe you can be certain of
Aldous Huxley
improving and that’s your own self.

Engaging Networks and Coalitions
Wanting sustainable change from a project is a desirable outcome.
Expecting that change would occur without building capacity within
existing partnerships is not likely.
When the workgroup first began meeting there were many things we knew
would be a significant part of making sure a proposal would be successful
within the GUHD partnership. It needed to take into consideration all of the
facets of the work being done in Growing Up Healthy Downtown. This
included working with parents and empowering families, supporting
frontline staff, honouring the partnership and recognizing our connections
with other coalitions and networks. You are invited to explore our
approach to working with families and frontline staff in other chapters of
the manual.
In this chapter we will look at the process of engagement for the GUHD
partnership itself, and other partnerships that the FAIR project most closely
interacted with. We hope that you will learn from some of our successes
and benefit from what we learned.
Viewing partnerships, networks and coalitions as systems to interact with,
resulted in interesting things.
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Sustainability

We knew before going into the Families Are Important Resources
Project, that it was necessary to allow opportunity for change to
happen on many levels in order to see sustainable change. This meant
the need to engage parents in new ways as citizens living in
communities. It meant seeing them not only as end users but also as
engaged citizens. It meant ensuring the staff working directly with
families had access to learning new ways to interact with families and
the opportunity to practice newly learned skills. In addition to this, it
meant seeing the networks and coalitions of which Growing Up Healthy
Downtown was already a part of were also places where change
could occur.
The space that you occupy in the world will affect which system you
would first be interested in trying to change. Most often we set out to
change systems closest to us.
In FAIR we were involved in supporting parents to be engaged citizens
making community change and beginning to explore how that issue
connects with broader systems change. FAIR introduced parents and
staff to coalitions and campaigns interested in creating change on a
policy level or within infrastructure. Some of those have included:
Campaign 2000, Colour of Poverty campaign, 25-in-5 campaign and
the Ontario Coalition for Better Childcare. As well parents have looked
at various policies around childcare, education, housing and
immigration.
Many families identify other systems they want to impact and change.
Often these are the systems closest to them. Things like planning to talk
with a local politician to change his mind about safe parks or sidewalks
or in working with a principal to make changes in one school. It can also
mean making changes within their own programs or agencies. FAIR
parents involved themselves in art projects, support groups and
information fairs.
Also, the kind of change that families can relate to are changes that
have impact close enough to them so they can feel the change.
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The trust of the people in the leaders reflects
the confidence of the leaders in the people.
Paulo Freire

Within the GUHD Partnership

The FAIR project provided an opportunity for each partner to identify
the ways they had been encouraging parent participation within their
agencies. One way we did this was by having staff conduct interviews
with colleagues, managers and directors about different things. One
thing was to find out how the agency had encouraged parent
participation in the past. It was important for agencies to understand
and remember their successes and to bring past experiences into focus.
People and agencies are more open to change when they feel good
about their accomplishments.

In kind hours
We needed to keep track of in kind hours as part of our agreement with
the funder in order to ensure the partnership was providing support to
the FAIR project. This increased accountability in the partnership for
discussing FAIR business, keeping informed about FAIR initiatives and
helping to plan/support FAIR activities.
One partner developed the practice of having a FAIR bulletin board.
They included interesting articles and community events along with FAIR
information. Including other community actions, allowed parents and
staff to see connections. They even added FAIR as a regular item on
their Team meeting agendas. This meant the whole team learned
about FAIR tools and activities as well as hearing stories about what
families were doing. Now that FAIR has wrapped up, this team wants to
find a way to continue parent engagement to identify community
issues and affect decision making. They are in the process of deciding
the best way to do this. This may not have happened without a built in
incentive to share FAIR news regularly with the whole team.

Structure of GUHD
The GUHD partnership exists of two different parts. There is the GUHD
network and GUHD management. GUHD network involves all the
frontline staff come together to discuss things that need to be done as
a group, to do training, solve problems and complete program
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evaluation. GUHD management is a committee responsible for the
overall direction and running of the partnership.
Within GUHD there is another project called Ready for School Connects
(RfSC). It provides school readiness programming to newcomer children
and their families. RfSC has a steering committee to oversee the project
direction. It checks in with the management committee for changes in
strategies or the inclusion of more sites. It checks in with GUHDnet to
plan who will host RfSC each summer. The project also sends monthly
updates to keep the partnership informed.
Because FAIR wanted to increase the ways GUHD worked on social
inclusion, we thought there should be a closer relationship between
them. An advisory committee was set up with equal representation
from management and frontline. The advisory members would keep
GUHD net and GUHD Management committees up-to-date. The
newsletter could keep the partnership informed as well.
As well, financial accountability was included in the project terms of
reference. In-kind records, and later frontline checklists, needed to be
received before quarterly payments were made.
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Within Other Partnerships

Going into the FAIR project, we knew that we had the benefit of long
term relationships with coalitions and networks already working for the
strengthening of families and communities through enhanced service
delivery and collaborative planning.
For families, coalitions and networks are a part of the system. And like
any other overarching system, there are things that are working with
families, parts that are working for families and even pieces that work
against families. That is a difficult thing for anyone in a helping industry
to hear about the way they work. The vast majority are working with
families because it is their passion and finds it difficult to understand that
their actions may in fact reinforce existing barriers or create new barriers
for families.
What was needed was a gentle acceptance that everyone was at the
table with good intention and passion, a commitment to critically
discuss the inclusion of families whenever possible, and a willingness to
wait for good moments for learning and shifts of process as they
emerged. A big part of this is building relationships and common
understanding with individuals, also participating in these groups.

Three downtown agency led coalitions/networks
The Growing Up Healthy Downtown partners were already involved in three
groups concerned with the wellb eing of fami lies w ith young chi ldren. The
people involved were concerned w ith enhanced service delivery, greater
collaboration in planning, as well as meaningful parent participation.
The three networks that FAIR participated on were the following:
 Action for Children Today and Tomorrow in the east end of
Toronto(ACTT)
 Downtown East Coalition 0 to 6 in the downtown core (DEC)
 Parent Child Network of West Toronto (PCNWT)
Each of these coalitions brought together agencies and some nontraditional partners to coordinate services, programs, and to talk about
issues of importance to supporting families in the downtown of Toronto.
All of these coalitions wanted to increase parent participation.
Engaging Networks
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FAIR’s goal on these coalitions was to make presentations about what
FAIR was learning and doing. We also wanted to outreach to other
parents through these partner agencies. We also tried to encourage
the use of the same kinds of tools and experiential activities that were
being used at parent action groups and FAIR training/meetings.
Using the same approach for encouraging civic engagement and
community participation at the network level is equally important as at
any other level.
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How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single
moment before starting to improve the world.”
Anne Frank

FAIR Celebration
(This section was written by Seamus Atkinson.)
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The FAIR Wrap-Up Celebration took place on November 14th 2008 at
Harbourfront Community Centre. About fifty parents and community
members attended the event that ran from 9:30 in the morning until
3:30 in the afternoon. The day began with a light breakfast and four
warm up activities: A Dream Tree, an Energy Exchange, a Timeline and
a Weather Map. These activities allowed for participants to get
prepared for the day, get their creativity flowing and continued the
theme of “engagement, participation and inclusion”.
The event got underway with a welcome
given by FAIR parent Tamara Sanchez,
who was master of ceremonies for the
event. The first major activity of the day
was a performance by Playback Theatre
Toronto. They performed by taking the
audience’s experiences in the FAIR
project and “playing them back” as
theatrical performance.
Memorable pieces were their opening interpretation of how people felt
about being engaged parents and a performance about the
Harbourfront Mama Bears’ drama troupe which had recently given its
first performance. The audience was entertained, laughed and
learned from each other’s experiences in FAIR.
After a short break the day continued with 3 guest speakers. They gave
short presentations on the work being done by their organizations,
which were also funded by SEC. Over lunch, local Member of
Parliament Olivia Chow gave a speech. She touched on the
importance of the work being done by projects like FAIR.
The afternoon activity was a World Café, which was facilitated by
Mandy Bergman, who specializes facilitating community conversations.
A number of tables were set up around the room and each table had
one of five questions for discussion on it. These five questions were
introduced to the participants by a short description. People who had
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been active in putting the day together read the questions out loud to
the group as well.
These questions touched on the subjects of: connecting personal issues
with bigger issues, risk taking, time, small or simple actions and the
beauty and confusion that are involved with engaging others. After the
activity there was a final question for
groups to answer concerning how they
“can be the change they want to see in
the world” and then a summary of the
discussions.
At this point the children who had been in
the children’s program for the day,
paraded into the main space while they
we signing a song and holding the crafts
and art they had made throughout the
day. The day then concluded with the reading of Miss Rumphius, a
children’s book by Barbara Cooney. This book was chosen because it
brought together all the questions we had just discussed, as well as
being the change you want to see. Gift bags were given out to people
who had been important to the day. Everyone left with the idea that
they would continue the work FAIR had begun.
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I've learned that people will forget what you said,
people will forget what you did, but people will
never forget how you made them feel.”
Maya Angelou

What We Learned

2
Section

From Parents and Caregivers
Who’s in the room
There is no perfect time to hold meetings. The best you can do is
to see how to best engage the parents who are in any room.
Whenever possible it is great to ask people if you can come into
their program and do a workshop with the people who are there.
Something like the Parent Action Made Simple (See Appendix) or
by offering to do a smaller parent action model with the people in
the room is a good place to start. Letting people get to know you
and what the parent engagement is about is the best way to
encourage them to participate.

Peer Outreach
Newsletters and websites share information with lots of folks. Flyers
are important too. However, the best way to engage parents is
parent to parent. People who expressed an interest in attending a
parent action group attended more often if they were invited by
a parent already involved.

Stay in the moment
We need to get really comfortable in not controlling the outcome
by parents setting the target or a timeline. The most important
piece of truly engaging parents is to be willing to facilitate the
process and identify and support learning when it emerges.

Let go
Some parents are happy to travel across the city simply to have
an opportunity to connect with others and some need to go to a
space they are familiar with and attend several days a week.
Parents, depending on their circumstances, like morning,
afternoon and evening meetings. They want their children in the
room with them and other parents want childcare. There is no
magical formula to apply to predict what will work in your
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community. You simply need to plan, review, revise and let go of
any preset ideas you have if they do not seem to fit.

From GUHD partners
We learned that our expected outcomes were set very high. We had
not been realistic in setting the number of parents that had the time
to become engaged with FAIR. This became clear as the project
progressed. This meant doing an analysis of what we were
experiencing and then revisiting the partnership agreements,
reporting mechanisms and roles of the FAIR advisory, GUHD partners
and then adjusting in ways that everyone agreed on.

Exciting opportunity
Everyone felt that FAIR was an exciting opportunity for parents.
Partners reported that they were excited to see parents take an
active role in welcoming parents into existing programs now that they
felt more confident. Parents were also offering to take minutes and
going to community events beyond the FAIR project. It was really
important to establish a specific place to post FAIR information,
community events and issue based information. Parents wanted and
needed to have access to information about what was happening in
GUHD agencies, local communities and the city or beyond.

Unpredicted time expectations
The time needed by GUHD Partners to meet the expectations for
recording and submitting in-kind hours, invoices and other
administrative responsibilities was more than expected.
Tools and processes were designed to provide a standardized
format; but each time we found problems with the tools and did
revisions, the learning curve would be steep again. No tool or process
was able to meet everyone’s needs in The GUHD partnership.

Competing Priorities
Staff turn over had a big impact on the FAIR project. Several
agencies had staff leave positions. The time needed to replace FSW
staff and build their capacity in the FAIR project had a significant
impact on the momentum of the FAIR project. FAIR work was
approximately one day a week of a staff person’s schedule. This
meant that the time needed to gain the capacity to do the FAIR FSW
work could be elongated over several weeks once someone was
hired.
The seasonal demands on staff who work with families and
children also had an impact. Supporting summer camps or
holiday rushes affected space use, staff time and schedules for
the GUHD partners. These necessary shifts in focus were not
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planned for in the FAIR project, but were identified as the project
progressed.

Clear communication
To ensure good communication with all partners it is preferable to
have a planning session at the beginning of the project. This would
identify all the pieces of the project, identify various partners-roles,
partners-contributions, timelines and a communication policy.
Flexibility is still needed because directions change as the project
unfolds.
A clear language policy would also have been helpful at the
beginning of the FAIR project. A consensus driven approach to
developing this policy would be recommended, because there is a
wide range of meaning for this term. This would ensure that there was
a policy and method that was applied to all of the work. A consensus
about what clear language means is interesting, and a great
question that we need to keep in mind and work on; however, it
should not stop exciting things from moving ahead.
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Benefits of staff capacity building
The vision of the GUHD partners was that they wanted the FSW staff
at each of their agencies: to participate in FAIR, to see capacity built
in their staff, and that this would strengthen all of the GUHD partners.
What had not been anticipated was the amount of time this would
take and how to achieve this while juggling the competing priorities
of the other work that each GUHD partner was doing with parents
and children. Each GUHD partner implemented this according to
their agency needs and resources.
The implementation plan that seemed to provide the results closest to
the ones the GUHD partners had envisioned was if partner agency
made Fridays the FAIR day. This allowed the designated staff time to
attend solely to FAIR work 1 day per week. Relief staff covered the
regular duties for this day. This plan worked well. However, it was not
possible for all GUHD partners to do this.
This means the impact of being an engaged learner in FAIR varied
greatly across the partnership. Staff had varying amounts of time to
use the tools they were mastering about adult learning, popular
education and civic engagement.

Capacity Building is just one piece of the work
One of the key components of FAIR FSW job was doing outreach to
bring new parents into parent action groups. A portion of FAIR time
was designated to do outreach to parents every month. Skill building
and experiential learning opportunities would build the capacity of
Family Support Workers (FSWs) to do outreach to new families and
keep new parents coming into parent action groups.
Family Support Workers were in place well before the FAIR project
was around. They applied for those positions because they had a
passion for working with parents and children in their programs.
Exposing them to outreach skills and other activities did result in
learning and capacity building. However, outreach work is very
different from direct service provision. People with a passion for
working with families in a program setting, do not necessarily have a
passion for outreach work. Also, Outreach workers do not necessarily
have a passion to work in a program setting. It is probably better to
separate these two different but important jobs functions into
different positions. It is a rare person who is passionate about doing
both.
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From Community Partners
Community Readiness
When thinking about community readiness we assumed the
following things:


Passion – People may live their passions in different ways. It
may look different and you may have to watch closely to see
where exactly that passion lives – but it is there.



Trust in relationships – When we trust the other person and
open ourselves to have an honest authentic relationship with
them we can grow. That growth can include accepting that
challenges are not personal.



We don’t take it personally – When I don’t take what you say
and do personally anymore, I am able to be supportive when
you feel challenged and can expect or ask for support when I
am challenged.



Shared ideas and partnership of how things are done that we
create together – This allows space for you and I to create a
shared story of what we are doing. We can feel like we are
working together.



Debate – When we know we are on the same team we are
more able to debate with each other and take risks.



Time – All of this takes time. We have to honour our personal
and collective community readiness. In order to do that we
need to commit the time necessary to grow this relationship,
create this language, and to take risks.



Overall communities and the partnerships in them are living
systems and they include change. They can grow and shrink;
or come to completion; sometimes they stop and sometimes
things recreate themselves.

It is exciting to think about community readiness in this way. It has
room for brilliant moments and ensures that flaws are a natural part of
the whole.
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Every great dream begins with a dreamer. Always
remember, you have within you the strength, the
patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to
change the world.
Harriet Tubman

Recommendations

3
Section

New funding proposals include ongoing training and
development lines
It is necessary to bring people together at regular intervals, even if it is
quarterly, to have training on the emerging themes and issues that
are uncovered by any new project; think expansively and welcome
parents, children and other community members.

Insist on money for childcare, transportation and snacks.
If we are truly going to be socially inclusive of parents and children in
civic engagement and community participation, then we need to
insist on adequate amounts of money for informal childcare,
program supplies, transportation and snacks. Parents and relief/part
time staff can only fully participate if we reduce the barriers to their
participation.

Plan for the inclusion of children
We all need to take responsibility for children learning the skills
they will need in elementary school, high school and beyond. If
we want kids to be engaged and not drop out of school, then we
need to consistently give them an opportunity to be meaningfully
included. This takes planning, resources and a commitment. Make
that commitment.

Search for opportunities to hire parents
Whenever there is an opportunity to hire someone into a part-time or
temporary position, think about what it would take to support a
parent to do that position and how you could make it happen. In
addition to this, look at new funding proposals as a way to re-commit
to capacity building and sustainability by telling funders how
necessary it is to bridge parents’ skills into employment or training
opportunities.

Focus on engaging everyone as citizens
Do not make distinctions between the kind of results you want to
see for parents and the ones you want to see for staff members.
Each of us needs to be more fully aware of how our actions can
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result in change. We each need to see ourselves as citizens of a
larger part with each of us having rights and responsibilities.

Be consistent with your approach
Being consistent in the way you respond to things allows everyone
to have their words taken at face value and not seem to be
picking favorites. Whether someone is cussing up a storm or using
academic jargon, the same response can be “Can you say that
another way? I am having a hard time with the way you said
that.” Asking for clear examples of what the person is referring to
also helps. “To make sure I understand can you give me an
example?”

Be open in how you define things
Using words and concepts that seem difficult to understand can
be a way to open up discussions about what things need to
change. For example, talk about community readiness and talk
about it with less division between paid and unpaid people. Talk
about it in terms of how ready we all are. In the same way, do talk
about civic engagement, community participation and social
inclusion. But plan to uncover what the concept might mean for
each person and not just use it as jargon.

Plan for staff retention and minimize the administrative
burden placed on each partner
Design jobs in a project that will provide full-time positions with
benefits for the length of the project. GUHD partners felt that this
would increase staff retention and productivity overall. One fulltime staff person could provide service to all partners at each of
their locations based on individual partners needs. Design the
communication, training, meeting and administrative processes
for the partners in ways that minimize the use of staff time and
resources. Attach these to things that are already in place if
available.

Make time for dialogue
It is necessary to build into proposals time to plan, review, revise, and
nurture with all of the project members. Time is needed for:
professional development on skills and tools; opportunities to practice
them in agencies and local communities; and time to share them
broadly. Then we need to reflect on them to see what we have
learned and how this changes what we are doing.
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