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Introduction: COVID-19 and Educational
Disruptions

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated existing
systemic inequities and presented new hardships for
marginalized communities and families associated with loss
of income, lack of access to social support services,
increased care responsibilities, and greater likelihood of
contracting COVID-19 (Choi et al., 2020; Eizadirad & Sider,
2020; Goodyear, 2021; Royal Society of Canada, 2021;
Yang et al., 2020). The pandemic significantly impacted the
delivery of education, with widespread disruptions in schools
and communities, particularly disadvantaging racialized low-
income families who have less access to resources and
support services (Colour of Poverty, 2019; Gallagher-
Mackay et al., 2021; Eizadirad, 2019,2020; James, 2020;
Toronto Foundation, 2021; United Way, 2019; Williams et
al. 2013). Due to school closures and abrupt transitions to
remote learning, opportunity and achievement gaps further
intensified (Bonal & Gonzalez, 2020; James, 2020;
Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; People for Education, 2021).

The prolonged nature of COVID-19-related school
lockdowns and community restrictions not only impacted
students’ ability to attend schools but consequentially led to
reductions in accessing co-curricular opportunities and
supplemental education programs (SEPs), with a 90%
decline in sports offered in schools (Ekeh & Okeke, 2019;
Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; People for Education, 2021;
Royal Society of Canada, 2021; Toronto Foundation, 2021).
A SEP can be described as “a combination of academic
training with unconventional methods (e.g., sports, games,
arts, discussions) in an organized program to increase the
number of positive academic outcomes among students
relative to negative ones” (Ekeh & Okeke, 2019, p. 5). For
marginalized students living in low-income racialized
neighborhoods, evidence has shown that SEPs act as
complementary academic training that improves outcomes
in student’s mental health, well-being, and overall academic
achievement (Ekeh & Okeke, 2019; Royal Society of
Canada, 2021).

Since the onset of the pandemic there have been
increased demands for social services that far exceed the
capacity of organizations to meet such demands (Toronto
Foundation, 2021). Our research project was funded by the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada
with the objective of exploring how community-based
programming can be adapted and mobilized during the
pandemic to mitigate opportunity and achievement gaps for
Black, Indigenous, people of colour (BIPOC), and families
from lower socio-economic backgrounds, particularly in the
Jane and Finch community in Toronto, Canada. The Jane and
Finch community is one of Canada’s most under-resourced
neighborhoods. This is timely and important as it provides
race-based data within a Canadian context to fill the gap in
the literature about the impact of COVID-19 on achievement
in racialized under-resourced communities. Just as
importantly, we discuss the significance of how the research
was conducted in the wake of COVID-19. Hence, this article
is about the findings from the data, but just as much about
the community-driven approach for how the research was
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conducted, by the community and for the community in the
midst of the pandemic. Our research methodology and
approach in doing community-based research demonstrates
the importance of not only “serving” marginalized
communities but collaborating with the community to guide
the research process to ensure multiple perspectives and
lived experiences are valued and heard.

What is the Community School Initiative
(CSsI)?

The research project involved examination of the
efficacy of an evening and weekend supplementary
academic program called the Community School Initiative
(CSI) offered to residents of the Jane and Finch community
in Toronto, Canada. CSI is a partnership between the non-
profit organization Youth Association for Academics,
Athletics, and Character Education (YAAACE, 2022; learn
more at https://yaaace.com/) and the for-profit enterprise
Spirit of Math (Spirit of Math, 2022; learn more at
https://spiritofmath.com/). It delivered a structured math
curriculum to students in grades two to eight aged 8 to 14
years old from September 2020 to May 2021 at a subsidized
cost supported by a team of caring adults, including
teachers, coaches, parents, and volunteers. Spirit of Math
has been operating for 35 years and typically offers their
structured math curriculum to high-performing and gifted
students in kindergarten to Grade 11 as a private service.
They serve over 11,000 students across 40 campuses in
twenty cities in North America and Pakistan. The foundation
of the Spirit of Math curriculum is based on four elements:
drills, problem solving, core curriculum, and cooperative
learning. These elements as a collective create a multi-
layered experiential learning experience that aims to
develop well-rounded students.

CSI was offered as a 9-month (36 weeks) program. The
cost of the program was subsidized at $100 per person, so
families got access to it at a fraction of what it typically costs
($3000) as a private sector service. CSI began with in-
person programming, moved to remote delivery due to
COVID-19 restrictions in alignment with public health
guidelines, and transitioned to a hybrid model to support
families and their various circumstances. YAAACE students
had access to the Spirit of Math curriculum with slight
adjustments. Students attended the weekend learning
session on Saturdays for 2 hours followed with a 1-hour
remote weeknight drop-in session to get extra help.
Students were assigned to a grade based on their skills and
knowledge identified via diagnostic testing. Some older
students were placed in lower grades based on their
diagnostic assessment which showed they were behind in
some of their foundational math skills for their age. YAAACE
teachers were trained and supported by Spirit of Math
instructors to deliver the curriculum. Bi-weekly check-in
meetings were hosted between YAAACE teachers and Spirit
of Math staff to discuss identified challenges and how to
support students. Students were assessed weekly through
homework assignments, math drills, tests, and a final exam.

Approximately 100 students participated in the CSI
including 5 staff from Spirit of Math, 8 Ontario certified
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teachers, 8 YAAACE coaches, and other staff hired by
YAAACE to be part of the student support team. The support
team would assist teachers in their classroom. It is
important to note that many of the staff had direct
community connections with families in the program. BIPOC
educators were hired to represent the cultural identities of
the students. YAAACE typically hires the same small group
of educators to deliver its educational programs throughout
the year such as the March Break camp and the Summer
Institute to create continuity of care and establish trust with
students and families. Coaches served as mentors as part of
the program working collaboratively with the teachers to
keep students accountable, motivate them, and facilitate
transfer of life skills from the classroom to sports and the
larger community. Overall, CSI aimed to minimize the
achievement gap by creating access to academic
opportunities that are accessible, affordable, and socio-
culturally relevant, sustaining, and responsive with
consideration for systemic barriers impacting community
members living in the Jane and Finch neighborhood.

Distinction between the Achievement
Gap and the Opportunity Gap

It is important to distinguish between what are referred
to as the achievement gap and the opportunity gap. In the
education sector, the “achievement gap” often refers to
“[Dlisparity in academic performance between groups of
students. The achievement gap shows up in grades,
standardized-test scores, course selection, dropout rates,
and college-completion rates, among other [outcome-
based] success measures” (Ansell, 2011, para. 1).
Reference to these outcome-based statistics, particularly
differences in achievement between various social groups,
are wused by policymakers and other educational
stakeholders to assess and judge the quality of education
offered by schools, communities, regions, or countries. In
response to these disparities, educational reforms are
proposed to mitigate achievement gaps - reforms such as
greater investments in standardized testing as an
accountability tool, which only promotes and reinforces a
neoliberal market driven model of education (Au, 2016;
Eizadirad, 2019; Eizadirad & Portelli, 2018; Kempf, 2016;
Ladson-Billings, 2006). For our purposes, we refer to the
achievement gap as the difference in achievement outcomes
between identities and communities in dominant positions of
society compared to those minoritized along the lines of
race, gender, sexuality, religion, income, ability, and other
factors. The emphasis is on outcome-based results, yet as
Carter and Welner (2013) emphasize, “While these
assessments [and by extension achievement gaps] attempt
to determine where students are, they ignore how they may
have gotten there” (p. 3).

In contrast, the opportunity gap as defined by Gorski
(2018) involves “the troubling ways youth experiencing
poverty are denied the educational opportunities more likely
granted to more affluent youth” (p. 101). This is process-
oriented rather than outcome-based. For our purposes, we
expand on Gorski’s (2018) definition in alignment with the
works of Shah (2018), Schlueter (2021), Carter and Welner
(2013), and Williams et al. (2013) to include all minoritized

RADICALTEACHER

http://radicalteacher.library.pitt.edu No. 124 (Fall 2022)

identities who are exposed to a magnitude of systemic
inequities and their intersections. We define the opportunity
gap as the intersection of systemic inequities that create
barriers for minoritized identities and communities to access
and secure opportunities to achieve their full potential.
Similar to the achievement gap, the opportunity gap can be
compared in terms of individuals, schools, neighborhoods,
regions, or countries. Our analysis prioritizes a
neighborhood level analysis focusing on the Jane and Finch
community as a case study. Gorski (2018) outlines various
“dimensions of the educational opportunity gap” (p. 103),
which is helpful to analyze disparities in opportunities
amongst schools in different neighborhoods. Some factors
to consider include differences in school funding, availability
of resources, student to teacher ratios, opportunities for
family involvement, and the extent of access to various
technologies. Whereas the achievement gap examines
outcomes on tests as the barometer for identifying the
magnitude of inequities in education, the opportunity gap
provides a more holistic community lens going beyond the
individual realm to explore the systemic inequities that serve
as barriers impacting student achievement in schools across
different social groups. This community lens approach
should be prioritized given that “educational disparities and
intergenerational economic inequality are highly correlated
with skin color, ethnicity, linguistic and social class status”
(Carter & Welner, 2013, p. 1).

Under a neoliberal education model, student
achievements across social groups are often judged and
compared via standardized test results (Au, 2010; Kempf,
2016). Although theoretically standardized tests are
implemented to help identify inequities in the education
system and areas for improvement (Volante, 2007), this has
not led to significantly closing the achievement gap along
the lines of race and socioeconomic since its introduction in
the United States and Canada (Au, 2010; Dei, 2008,
Eizadirad, 2018; James, 2012; Kempf, 2016). As Wayne Au
(2010) critically asks in his book titled Unequal by Design:
High-Stakes Testing and the Standardization of Inequality,

The historical roots of high-stakes, standardised testing
in racism, nativism, and eugenics raises a critical
question: why is it that, now over 100 years after the
first standardised tests were administered in the United
States [and by extension in Canada], we have virtually
the same test-based achievement gaps along the lines
of race and economic class? (p. 12)

Although the context is different to a certain degree
between how standardized tests are implemented in Canada
in comparison with the United States (EQAO, 2015), the
outcome of racialized students and those from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds doing more poorly relative to
their white counterparts in education remains a persistent
pattern in both countries (Colour of Poverty, 2019). As
Nezavdal (2003) reminds us, standardized assessments are
“a social construct” (p. 69) that contributes to increasing the
opportunity gap where “norms [in standardized testing] are
not incidentally held but deliberately upheld to stream
students to propel some forward while systematically
impeding others” (p. 67).
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YAAACE's Social Inclusion Framework for
Mitigating the Opportunity Gap

YAAACE uses a Social Inclusion Framework as an
operational framework for implementation of its programs
and services to mitigate the opportunity gap impacting
students and families living in the Jane and Finch
community.
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IMAGE 1. YAAACE'S SOCIAL INCLUSION STRATEGY AND OPERATIONAL FRAMEWORK

The Social Inclusion Framework has six components
focusing on a range of services to mitigate the root causes
of systemic inequities with a large focus on creating access
to opportunities in a manner that is affordable, accessible,
and socio-culturally relevant to the needs of the families
living in the community. YAAACE acknowledges that
negative pull factors in the community such as exposure to
violence, guns, and gangs gravitate children and youth
towards a lifestyle affiliated with risk-taking and poor
decision-making (McMurtry & Curling, 2008). In response,
the Social Inclusion strategy seeks to mitigate risk factors in
the community by surrounding children and youth with
access to quality programming to offset exposure to
negative pull factors.

The Social Inclusion team works with the various
stakeholders to identify the most volatile cohort of students
to ensure that they have access to academic support,
recreational programming, expanded opportunities,
comprehensive  wraparound support, and cultural
considerations of care and reflective services year-round.
The idea is to ensure students have access to a caring adult,
whether a teacher, coach, or mentor, at all times in a 24-
hour cycle, particularly outside of school hours on weekday
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evenings and weekends, where there are greater risks for
exposure to violence and other risk factors. The partnerships
YAAACE has created and cultivated with various
stakeholders over the years, such as with the Ministry of
Education, City of Toronto, Public Safety Canada, Toronto
Catholic District School Board, and the Toronto District
School Board (TDSB), contribute to ensuring that the cost to
their programs and services are minimal so opportunities
remain accessible and affordable to the
community members.

YAAACE seeks to engage students and
families in the Jane and Finch
neighborhood through socio-culturally
relevant, responsive, and sustaining year-
round programming in  academics,
athletics, recreation, technology, and the
arts (see Eizadirad, 2020 for a more in-
depth history of YAAACE). Since its
inception in 2007, YAAACE has created
synergetic collaborative partnerships with
various stakeholders to facilitate the
growth of the organization and expand its
programs and services. These partnerships
focus on addressing the systemic barriers
and the external factors impacting the
achievement of students in the
community, particularly for racialized low-
income students. This is significant given
racialized students and other
minoritized identities are further
disadvantaged due to inequities in schools
affiliated with streaming, push-outs, lack
of representation, and neoliberal policies
and practices proclaiming neutrality and
colorblindness (Ahmed, 2021; Au, 2016;
Battiste, 2013; Colour of Poverty, 2019;
Eizadirad, 2019; Eizadirad & Campbell,
2021; James, 2020; Schlueter, 2021;
Shah, 2018; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of
Canada, 2015; United Way, 2019). Overall, the CSI provides
alternative academic support for BIPOC students after
school and on weekends to improve their math skills guided
by the curriculum, resources, and pedagogies provided by
Spirit of Math.

The Jane and Finch Community in
Toronto and the Opportunity Gap

Canada is a country with a population of approximately
39,137,232 as of October 2022 (Statistics Canada, 2022)
and consists of 10 provinces and 3 territories. Ontario is
Canada’s largest province, and it “represents approximately
one-third of the nation’s population” (Pinto, 2016, p. 96). In
Canada, there is no federal department of education.
Instead, each province and territory has its own exclusive
legal jurisdiction over educational policies and practices
(Volante, 2007). Educational policies for governance are
established at the provincial level and communicated to local
school boards.
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YAAACE operates out of different schools in the Jane
and Finch neighborhood. From a historical spatial lens
looking at the growth of the neighborhood over time, Jane
and Finch underwent massive development by the Ontario
Housing Commission in the 1960s to keep up with rapid
rates of newcomers entering Canada (Narain, 2012). Jane
and Finch represented an ideal community for many new
immigrants due to low rent costs and relatively close
proximity to the downtown core of the city. At the time,
immigrants that were moving into the community were
predominantly from the West Indies, Asia, Africa, South
America, and the Indian subcontinent (Richardson, 2008).
High-rise apartments and townhouses were built at a rapid
rate without much thought about how to cultivate a sense of
community amongst residents. This linear style of hollow
urban planning, without much thought to the internal
infrastructure of the neighborhood, led to the population of
Jane and Finch expanding from 1,301 in 1961 to 33,030 in
1971, which included establishment of 21 high-rise
apartment buildings in the neighborhood (Rigakos et al.,
2004). Jane and Finch continued its exponential growth in
the 1970s and 1980s with the majority of its residents being
working-class immigrants and visible minorities (see
Eizadirad, 2017 for an in-depth history of the Jane and Finch
neighborhood). More recently, Toronto’s northwest cluster
of neighborhoods, including Jane and Finch, experienced
higher rates of COVID-19 in comparison to other
neighborhoods in Toronto (Choi et al. 2020; Goodyear,
2021).

Focusing on differences in educational outcomes
amongst social groups and communities, the Learning
Opportunity Index (LOI) created by the TDSB ranks schools
based on external community challenges affecting student
achievement (Toronto District School Board, 2020). The
school rankings are updated every three years with the
latest one being published in 2020. The LOI was created to
acknowledge that learning outcomes differ in relation to the
communities where schools are located, and to ensure
schools facing greater external challenges receive more
supports and resources. The LOI school rankings are
calculated based on six variables, which include:

1. median family income

2. percentage of families whose income is below
the low-income measure

3. percentage of families

assistance

receiving social

4, adults with low education
5. adults with university degrees

6. single-parent families.

Overall, Jane and Finch accommodates more youth,
single-parent families, refugees, individuals without a
secondary-school diploma, low-income households, and
public housing tenants than any other neighborhood in
Toronto (Ahmadi, 2018; Williams et al., 2013).

Another mainstream popular tool that ranks schools is
the Fraser Institute (Fraser Institute, 2022;
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https://www.compareschoolrankings.org/). It ranks schools
using publicly available data on achievement exclusively
based on results from standardized tests. Many schools in
the Jane and Finch community are ranked high on the LOI
(needing more resources relative to student and community
needs) and low on the Fraser Institute’s school rankings
(poor performance on provincial standardized tests). The
Fraser Institute school rankings have gained so much
currency in the public realm that they impact prices of
homes around schools (Eizadirad, 2019). The rankings
contribute to schools located in racialized communities being
labelled as “bad” and viewed through a deficit lens, where
the assumption is made that they do not offer quality
education. Furthermore, the rankings do not shed light on
existing opportunity gaps and how it influences
achievement. The deficit thinking about “low-achieving”
schools in racialized neighborhoods is further perpetuated
through the media, where the social problems impacting the
community are often blamed on its residents via neoliberal
discourses affiliated with meritocracy and colorblindness
without much discussion about systemic inequities
impacting student achievement (Ahmadi, 2018; Eizadirad,
2017; Eizadirad & Portelli, 2018; James, 2012; Shah, 2018).

Community-Driven Research
Methodology

The objective of this research project was to explore
how community-based programming can be mobilized
during the COVID-19 pandemic to close the opportunity gap
as it impacts BIPOC and families from lower socio-economic
backgrounds. Youth and parent advisors along with partner
organizations were part of regular bi-weekly check-in
meetings to guide the research process. They facilitated
capturing the perspective of community members most
adversely impacted by a neoliberal model of education. The
meetings were conducted remotely via Zoom to make them
more accessible. All the stakeholders were part of
discussions and decision-making about how to collect the
data and share the information in manner that is accessible
to the community. It was agreed that survey and focus
groups would be good at complementing one another for
data collection purposes. We also decided to start a research
blog immediately to share the vision for the project with the
community (communityschoolinitiative.com). Instead of
waiting till the project findings were complete, our goal was
to take the community with us at every step of the research
process. We used the research blog platform to compile and
share literature reviews and resources targeting various
stakeholders, including students, parents, educators,
community partners, and policymakers. Youth and parent
advisors emphasized the importance of making information
available in formats that are accessible to the community
and non-academics. In response, we created various
infographics and posted them on the website periodically to
make the information accessible in community-oriented
language.

Once the research team outlined the survey and focus
group questions, they were presented to the decision-
making committee that included student and parent
advisors. Based on their feedback, some questions were
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removed or revised, and some new questions added. It was
estimated that surveys would take approximately 20
minutes to be completed. Surveys were administered online
via Qualtrics, a secure data collection website. They were
completed anonymously and included a combination of
open-ended and Likert scale questions. Questions captured
demographical data about participants and information
about their experiences in the CSI in different roles as
students, parents, or teachers. Participants were recruited
via a master-list that YAAACE used to communicate with
parents, students, and teachers. 33 students, 33 parents,
and 4 teachers completed the surveys. A 90-minute focus
group was also conducted with all seven teachers delivering
the curriculum in the CSI. A $30 Amazon gift card was
provided to those who participated as a token of
appreciation for their time. The decision-making committee
advocated for Amazon gift cards, identifying them as
practical given the pandemic conditions and the needs of the
families in the community.

All data was collected between June to July 2021 upon
completion of the CSI program. Responses were examined
using Critical Race Theory (CRT) as a paradigm and thematic
analysis as a methodology (Clarke & Braun, 2017; Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000). CRT, which has been banned in some states
in the United States, provides a framework to examine how
racism operates through policies and processes embedded
within the social fabric of institutions proclaimed as “neutral”
and “colorblind” from a neoliberal lens that glorifies
meritocracy, individualism, and competition associated with
a survival of the fittest mentality (Au, 2016; Lopez, 2003;
Tett & Hamilton, 2021). CRT provides a framework to
critically examine who is privileged and advantaged by the
conditions of the norm and who is left out and disadvantaged
(Ahmed, 2021; James, 2020; Gorski, 2018; Eizadirad &
Campbell, 2021). This involves an examination beyond the
individual realm to community factors impacting teaching
and learning conditions and access to opportunities outside
of school hours. The narratives expressed by the participants
in the CSI, who live in the Jane and Finch community, helped
identify inequities that serve as barriers to student
achievement, impeding their progress to achieve to their full
potential. Through thematic analysis, we developed five
interrelated themes, which included: holistic and culturally
relevant programming, structured programming,
communication and parental engagement, digital divide and
inequality, and effective pedagogies.

Discussion: Closing the Achievement Gap
by Mitigating Systemic Inequities in the
Community that Create Barriers for
Student Achievement

The majority of the survey respondents self-identified
as racialized being Black and African Caribbean, with some
representation from the Philippines and Somalia, and some
being mixed-race. Over 45% (n=15) of the parents who
responded to the survey were in single-parent households
making less than $50,000 annually as a family. 58% (n=17)
of respondents indicated renting or living in subsidized
housing. Common responses for the highest level of
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education completed were a college diploma (51%) followed
by an undergraduate degree (21%). All seven educators
teaching in the CSI were racialized, with a teaching
experience range of two to fifteen years in delivery of
YAAACE programs and services.

The CSI provided a structured math curriculum to
participants in the program. Each student was placed in a
grade based on diagnostic assessments and provided an
individualized binder to keep track of their progress. As one
teacher expressed, "“It's nice to have the Ilessons
beforehand, step by step, structured, detailed with different
manuals and books, drills set up, and problem of day and
the week provided.” This allowed teachers to spend less time
preparing lessons and more time supporting students.
Teachers also expressed that the consistency in the
structure of the program helped identify struggling students
who needed additional supports. Parents echoed similar
sentiments about the structure and consistency in the
curriculum being a positive aspect of the program. One
parent stated, “Accountability. responsibility, ownership,
pride, confidence all developed from program consistency.”
Teachers further emphasized that the technologies and
resources made available to the students as part of the
program were very helpful, such as the use of “iPads,
AppleTV, laptops, and applications such as Brightspace,
Microsoft Teams, and Activelnspire.” These were resources
that many of the students may not have had access to or
weren’t able to afford if it was not for the subsidized cost of
the program. Recognizing that similar programs exist but at
a much higher price, one parent expressed gratitude stating,
“Programs outside of YAAACE do not fit the budget.”

“Closing the achievement gap” as an outcome has
become a popular buzz word among educational
policymakers and politicians when discussing inequities
impacting various social groups, yet what is often silenced
or not talked about are the opportunity gaps, which lead to
achievement gaps as outcomes. These opportunity gaps
were further intensified and exposed by COVID-19,
reflecting the findings from our study. Examining the state
of Ontario schools in the early 1990s, Curtis et al. (1992)
outline that, “Working-class kids always have, on average,
lower reading sores, higher grade failures, higher drop-out
rates and much poorer employment opportunities” (p. 7).
This trend continues to exist today largely due to inequality
of opportunity rooted in systemic inequities. Race is a
significant factor that impacts one’s access to opportunities,
particularly when systemic discrimination is embedded
within the fabric of institutional policies and practices. Within
the TDSB, “schools with high dropout rates are those with
the highest number of racialized students” (Colour of
Poverty, 2019, p. 4). In the TDSB, which is the largest and
one of the most diverse school boards in Canada with 583
schools and serving more than 246,000 students, “students
of African ascendance experience a 38% dropout rate and
students from Central and South America had a 37%
dropout rate” (Brown, 2009, p. 4).

CSI provided a holistic education model reflecting the
needs of the students and the families it serves. Parents,
students, and teachers as a collective expressed that they
felt the CSI provided students who were struggling in the
school system an opportunity to improve socially,
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emotionally, and academically. Parents felt that the learning
environment was inclusive and welcoming by being “family-
centred,” similar to a community hub. Having the support of
coaches, extra tutoring, and academic support during the
week remotely, access to technologies such as iPads and
smartboards, and teachers that reflected the cultural
identities of students who made the learning “fun and
engaging,” were identified by students and parents as
strengths of the CSI. As one parent expressed, “YAAACE
supports in the development of creating lasting relationships
while building social skills and demonstrating the importance
of respect. The public school system often does not provide
this, especially in lower income and predominantly Black
communities.”

The involvement of coaches with the delivery of the
educational component was seen as an integral component
for the success of the CSI. The effectiveness of coaches
being involved was ranked very high at 9.33 by the parents
on a scale of 1 to 10. In the focus group, teachers also spoke
very highly of the impact of coaches on the learning
environment both in-person and remotely, contributing to
increased student engagement and
accountability. As one teacher explained, “It
was night and day in terms of the difference
in terms of behavior when the coaches got
involved.” Similarly, parents shared immense
praise for the presence of the coaches by
describing the great respect their children
had for the coaches due to providing constant
mentorship in and out of the classroom.

Teachers and parents expressed how
supporting students was more challenging
remotely. Some of the challenges were due
to students and parents not having adequate
access to internet or personal devices, such
as the case with families with multiple
children. Some parents also did not have
adequate home space to support their
children, with one parent stating, “Suitable
environment without distractions is hard to
identify at home.” These challenges reflect
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Gallagher-Mackay et al., 2021; James, 2020;
Royal Society of Canada, 2021; Toronto
Foundation, 2021).
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hosted throughout the day. The first panel was a community
perspective panel exploring the theme of “Successes and
Challenges in Implementing Holistic and Culturally Relevant
Programming in Jane and Finch.” The second panel focused
on the perspectives of students and parents, with the theme
of “Experiences Attending the Community School Initiative
and Other YAAACE Programs.” The final panel for the day
focused on leadership in the community, with the theme of
“Mitigating Root Causes of Systemic Barriers for Teaching
and Learning in Racialized Under-Resourced Communities.”
The leadership panel included a teacher from the CSI, a local
elementary school principal, and two local school trustees
who represent the neighborhood from the public and
Catholic board. All sessions were recorded and posted on the
research blog website.

Conclusion

Findings indicate that public-private community
partnerships such as the CSI effectively mobilized in the
midst of the COVID-19 pandemic to close the achievement
gap by focusing on mitigating systemic inequities in the Jane
and Finch community that created barriers for student
achievement rooted in inequality of opportunity. CSI as a
case study, supplemented with the community-driven
approach of the research project, can inform ways teacher-
scholars need to continue to work with marginalized
communities and community agencies in the wake of the
pandemic and post-pandemic to meet needs of families and
students, particularly within racialized under-resourced
communities. This is where research has the potential to be
transformative as a tool and platform for advocacy,
resistance, and activism to reflect the needs and lived
experiences of community residents. While the negative
impact of systemic inequities was intensified by COVID-19,
the CSI mobilized in a short span of time to identify and
respond to these challenges by prioritizing access to
academic programs in ways that were affordable, accessible,
and socio-culturally relevant, sustaining, and responsive to
the needs of families in the Jane and Finch community.
Although the CSI had its challenges, particularly around how
to adapt the curriculum for lower achieving students as well
as engaging and supporting students more consistently in a
remote context, findings are promising as they demonstrate
the potential for reciprocal non-profit community
organizations and private enterprise partnerships to
mitigate the opportunity gap outside of school hours to help
students progress towards their full potential.

CSI serves as an example of how the achievement gap
can be minimized by focusing on mitigating the opportunity
gap by involving a team of caring adults working
collaboratively to provide continuity of care and enhance
access to support systems and timely academic prevention
and intervention strategies to optimize student
achievement. One of the key characteristics that contributed
to the success of the CSI was providing mentorship and
holistic programming from diverse educators and staff that
reflect the cultural identities of students and families in the
program. Another integral characteristic was offering
programs through people who have established trust and
rapport with the community and understand the local needs
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of the neighborhood, including the magnitude of systemic
inequities influencing the teaching and learning conditions in
schools and the larger community. Benefits of CSI during
the pandemic align with findings from the larger literature
which emphasize that supplemental educational programs
offered by non-profits are significant in helping mitigate the
impact of learning loss, particularly for racialized students
and under-resourced communities. Unaffordability in
accessing quality structured programs remains a key
learning barrier driven largely by systemic inequities. This is
where there is potential for synergetic collaborative
partnerships between organizations and agencies to
mitigate systemic barriers impeding student achievement at
the community level. This will differ for each community,
and by extension for each postal code, as every
neighborhood has its own unique challenges.
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