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Strengths of the Research Design   

Dismantling binaries: Positive Youth Engagement and Elder involvement  

Focus group and interview methods were modified by involving elders as facilitators of a 

youth dialogue forum and adopting a storytelling approach in keeping with African orality and 

regard for elders. As noted in Chapter three, elders’ limited experience of Canadian schooling 

made the youth the experts but learning was mutual as the youth also understood concerns for 

social mobility and empathy for their trauma are not mutually exclusive. Intergenerational 

dynamics did not encumber the quality of the research but challenged dichotomies between 

elders and youth, race-focus versus grit, objectivity over subjectivity or ethnicity as diametrically 

opposed to being Canadian. Participating in the research study motivated the youth to pursue 

social activism galvanized by the support of the elders who communicated a sense of their worth. 

The African proverb, “the hand of the child cannot reach the shelf but the elders’ cannot enter the 

gourd is very apposite as distancing children from elders’ compromises security and identity of 

African youth. This study shows that both groups need each other’s insights to navigate Western 

systems effectively because parents also experience discrimination through non-valuation of 

their credentials, precarious employment and pay disparity compared to Canadian born citizens 

(Statistics Canada, 2011).  As noted in chapter five, Black youth do not need Whites to protect 

them from their elders. Agencies that deprived me of the opportunity to recruit Black African 

youth reflect the kind of thinking that created residential schools, demonizing indigenous 

communities and eroding youth cultural foundations.  

The focus group methodology also provided a chance for them to gather without being 

criminalized. In chapter four, a major complaint was that teachers always concluded they were 

up to no good but the research space validated their concerns and offered an avenue to support 
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one another and devise social action. Contrary to school and society’s expectations, their 

gathering did not produce retaliatory or criminal ideas; they sought meaningful collaborative 

possibilities that would benefit themselves and others. This speaks to the fact that society’s fear 

and paranoid shut down outlets for youth and reflects its own failings. The forum promoted 

structural reflections, engendered inspiration, collective visioning, action, leadership, and skills 

recognition. Focus groups redirect power from the researcher (Madriz, 2001), validating 

subjects’ counter-narratives and enabling them to influence the data collection process (Pollack, 

2003). In this study, the intersecting gendered raced and class oppression that African youth face 

was shifted from mere subtexts to the center of the narrative. Pollack (2003) suggests that this is 

an important feature of focus groups especially if the researcher is from the dominant group. I 

argue that it also tests the sincerity and ability of racialized researchers to promote contextual 

research. This focus group variant promoted voice and agency which are important for anti-

Black racist research; it also met other sublime needs of participants.  

The rich findings in Chapter four show the efficacy of the dialogue approach in 

facilitating healing, community building, and growth for youth, elders and researcher alike. In 

particular, the adapted focus group method is useful for research with marginalized populations 

as it facilitates structural analysis and allows internalized oppression to be resisted. Group 

solidarity counteracted regurgitation of hegemonic discourses that may be prevalent in individual 

interviews. Orality also enables all educational levels to participate because literacy is not 

required but rather critical ability to analyze shared experiences which according to Bishop, 

(1994) ends the shame. Dialogue enabled self-other dynamics and narrative creation that 

broadened individual horizons. Participants not only told their stories but deconstructed and 

decoded myths through a cycle of sharing, listening, learning, processing, creating, and sharing 
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again. All participants met the study criteria for years of residence in Waterloo region outlined in 

chapter one but different levels of exposure made for rich insights from varied encounters with 

systems of oppression.  This speaks to the power of positive peer engagement, recognition of 

unique histories and youth potential that can be harnessed by removing hegemonic fetters 

As noted in chapter three, youth, who initially denied the existence of racism in their 

schools, found the words to articulate their stories, rejecting “his story”.  Coming together to 

discuss in groups and safe spaces foster a critical anti-Black racist analysis that is less possible 

one on one. Isolation of racialized people imposes the oppressor’s frames, especially in small 

communities. The critical Afrocentric model enables Blacks and others to challenge the very 

nature of social structures rather than simply striving to fit into or adapt to systems that were 

never meant to include them. The study’s Afrocentric strategies encouraged the youth to reach 

into their own truths to recognize issues that threaten and compromise their identity (James et. 

al., 2010). They validated each other, by mirroring the dismantling of shame and stigma. The 

youth took ownership of the research and shifted from victimhood to change catalysts, as 

grounding in their heritage raised confidence levels. The dialogue forum’s hopeful, celebratory 

African ambiance belied the gravity of the issues as the youth enjoyed the camaraderie, knowing 

they are not alone. A group that evolved organically from the forum applied for a grant to 

continue exploring African identity. They succeeded where I could not by attracting peers who 

are out of school and employment, showing them that this study is as much about education as it 

is about African identity, a testimony to the power of dialogue methods and youth empowerment. 

This study was conceptualized as a social action research that can help to change life outcomes 

for Black youth so that they are not constantly preoccupied with effects of trauma and their 

safety. The site of learning or of research need not be sites of re-traumatization or exploitation. 
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Using an Afrocentric approach was a major strength as it engendered collaboration, contributed 

to the fidelity of the findings and enhanced my reflectivity and ability to stay true to both my 

ontological and epistemological obligations 

Pollack (2003) said of her experience with incarcerated Black women: “[F]eminist 

researchers have found focus groups to be valuable for understanding collective experiences of 

marginalization, developing a structural analysis of individual experiences, and challenging 

taken-for-granted assumptions about race, gender, sexuality, and class. “These benefits are in 

contrast to individual interviews, which may lend themselves to privatized and individualistic 

accounts of gendered experiences and which risk reproducing colonizing relationships and 

discourses” (Page 461). I suggest that methodologically, research that investigates anti-Black 

racism needs to honour African collectivist ethos (Asante, 2000, Dei, 1995) by bringing Africans 

together in dialogue in order to counter and subvert whiteness and the denial that individuals 

often deal with in isolation. Employing an Afrocentric approach to focus groups is a key 

methodological contribution of this research and fundamental for anti-Black racist research 

which I would like to build on it in my further work. 

Policy Implications 

This research is timely and relevant because in December 2014, the UN General 

Assembly, in its Resolution 68/237, proclaimed the decade 2015 to 2024, the International 

Decade for People of African Descent (unesco.org, 2014) and there is yet to be Canadian 

acknowledgment. The UN slogan is “Ten years to Act” of which only seven remain. I hope this 

dissertation will be one of many efforts to put the spotlight on the decade and awaken Canada to 

mobilize recognition, justice, and development of African people. Recognition of demographic 

shifts in society demands hiring, curricular development; training, anti-Black racism and human 
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rights policies so Canadian utopia is not attained at the expense of racialized Canadians. 

“Educational system does not need a tune up- it needs an overhaul. Black children have been 

maligned by the system, Black teachers have been maligned, Black history has been maligned, 

Africa has been maligned” (Dei, as cited in Conyers Jr. Ed., 2003, p. 48).  Ontario Premier 

Kathleen Wynne’s (2009) words remain germane to the consideration of policy reforms.       

If we are to succeed, we must draw on our experience and on research that tells us that 

student achievement will improve when barriers to inclusion are identified and removed 

and when all students are respected and see themselves reflected in their learning and 

their environment (Wynne, 2009). 

Nobel Prize-winning economist James Heckman (2011, P. 113) decries “reactive 

remediation efforts,” demonstrating that strategic investment in preventing disparities yields 

returns (crime prevention, and a better, more skilled and stable workforce)”. Addressing long-

term inequalities in health and education requires providing academic guidance and meaningful 

individualized post-secondary education strategies mapped out to stem the tide of streaming 

youth away from academic programs which confine them to inferior adult outcomes and lifelong 

repercussions.  

This study calls for policy changes as well as inter-agency preventative and family 

strengthening collaborations between schools, police services, our universities and research 

centers, child welfare and all youth serving agencies.  Qualitative studies illuminate patterns and 

trends that taken together enable new policies to be formulated to address social problems.  This 

study recognizes the economic value of immigrants from previously undesirable countries for a 

country without a natural replacement population. Liberalization of immigration policy must be 

seen as a first step, not an end in itself. Steps must be taken to ensure immigrants become 
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contributory citizens through schooling for inclusion, empowerment and liberation that enables 

visible of minorities and racialized persons to actualize their human rights and potential, thereby 

enhancing the nation state because “we know that a strong, publicly funded education system is 

the foundation of our … future prosperity” (Ontario Equity and Inclusion Education Strategy 

2009, p.2).  

Currently, school policies that purportedly address racism hang over the heads of the 

youth as scepters to judge, blame and punish. The youth are wary of reporting their experiences 

because the school’s reactions reinforce their disenfranchisement. Schools conclude that “there is 

no racism in our schools” only because those who are impacted have been policed into self-

censorship. Thus, policing is not physical, it is accomplished through policies that appear 

innocuous but invalidate the youth realities.  They are policed by policies at school as much as 

they are by guns and street patrols. The “friendly” policing at school disarms the youth, is harder 

to recognize, name, and address because it superimposes hegemony as normal, universal and 

human. The study’s findings show Black youth are touched by racism physically, emotionally, 

socially and mentally, but are silenced for fear of reprisal from policies that are Eurocentric. 

Canada has a multiculturalism policy but its Anglo Saxon elements remain sacred. Schools have 

diversity policies but not a diverse workforce to interpret and implement the policies. I have a 

dream that Black and other racialized youth will find meaningful supports in the public school 

system. Their needs should not only be met by fund-starved informal ethnocultural initiatives 

confined to the peripheries because the school system is funded by citizen tax dollars.    

Recommendations   

   The dream may be grand but in what remains of this “Ten years to Act” launched by the 

United Nations General Assembly, contextualized research in our communities and sincere 
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commitment to implement recommendations emanating from such studies would be steps in the 

right direction of understanding current realities, disrupting hegemony and working towards 

bringing the dream to fruition. An evaluation at the end of the decade would be imperative so 

that gains can be acknowledged, built upon, re-envisioned and implemented. Issues raised by 

various commissions in the past must be revisited to determine if the status quo persists or there 

has been progress and barriers to their implementation must be studied. The recommendations 

articulated below represent realistic local contextualized actions that can ignite the dream  

 

Recommendation one:  Reflect diversity in Staffing.  

Diversity in hiring is not only a moral and human rights issue; it makes business sense 

(Herring, 2009, Science Daily).  Recognizing that all humans have a bias, staff hiring processes 

must include checks and balances that mitigate unconscious bias, thus ensuring stated intentions 

become reality. A policy on increasing the number of Black teachers is needed. The scholarship 

supports the view of the youth that they would greatly benefit from having teachers who look 

like them (Dei, Mazzuca, McIsaac, & Zine, 2007). When schools do not reflect demographics of 

the society they serve, some groups remain un-served or underserved. A staff diversification 

policy is needed. Finally, an annual survey of staff diversity that measures hiring with targets set 

for hiring specific groups is required to demonstrate sincerity and commitment to the policy. The 

community, students, alumni, parents, and members of a school’s catchment area should have 

input into hiring criteria and strategies to attract diverse teacher and ensure a work environment 

that accepts cultural diversity, offers pay equity, respect, and safety for all.  

Recommendation two: Develop Organizational Commitment to Anti-Black Racism 
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Leadership at the school board level should articulate a well-informed definition of 

racism, what it looks like and how to recognize, prevent and or address it.  Anti-racist education 

cannot be self –adulatory but must be informed by the perspective of the racialized. African 

elders can provide training on African history, colonialism, how to be an accomplice and other 

frameworks for eliminating discrimination. The community must be involved in developing, 

implementing and evaluating the policy to ensure it is wholistic and feasible. Staff evaluation 

should reflect the board and the school’s commitment to anti-Black racism. Teachers, 

administrators, secretaries and assistants’ response to racism reports should be rewarded based 

on a commitment to the strategy and actions taken to pursue social justice.  

Recommendation Three: Schools must collect race data: 

 The ministry of education has directed all boards to commence collection of race-based 

data. The youth in this study concluded that schools recruit teachers to serve white students only 

maybe because there is ignorance of current demographic realities. Timelines for addressing this 

mismatch must be articulated and school boards must track the race, colour, and ethnic group of 

students in order to ensure their outcomes can be evaluated and examined to inform better ability 

to serve their best interests. 

Recommendation Four: Urban diversity exposure as social work and teacher education 

Changing demographics require helping these professionals to engage diversity as well as 

global and local realities. At the core of equity is the realization that recognizing differences is 

not enough and providing differential contextualized responses for specific groups is not unfair. 

Ensuring specific needs and basic human rights of all groups are met is only a small contribution 

to re-righting (Absalon, 2010) historical and contemporary injustice and inequity which social 

workers must interrogate practically before they commence work with vulnerable groups. 
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Diversity should not be a course students take to meet graduation requirements or faculties teach 

to meet accreditation standards, it must be diffused throughout all courses and students must 

move out of their comfort zones. If social work training defines excellence as experiential, high 

impact learning opportunities that enable social workers to exemplify transformative education 

and engage with society’s most pressing issues will be prioritized in funding decisions.   

   Recommendation Five: Regular In-Service Cultural Training.  

Urban diversity exposure must be followed up by regular cultural training because 

diversity is not a static issue and training must respond to changes in the school and 

society.  Supports, rewards, and incentives must be provided to enable teachers to attend 

in-service training and be creative in their diversity engagement. Teachers and staff will 

take a cue from administrators’ attitude to resource allocation for training as well as 

opportunity to implement cultural sensitivity practice after attending the training   

Recommendation Six: Inventory of Parent skills and Knowledge  

Staff cannot appropriate Afrocentric knowledge but must be willing to learn humbly. 

Afrocentric object lessons and activities can be integrated by teachers, social workers, and other 

professionals into mainstream schooling and health interventions.  An appreciative inquiry model 

will enable schools to engage the skills and cultural capital present in the school. Many Black 

parents have rich personal and professional experiences to share with students and seeing them 

as assets will expose the rich diversity and abundant resources in the school community. Also, all 

board and school policy should be examined for language that disenfranchises members of the 

school body. Rather than merely decrying racism, community members should be involved in 

reviewing and suggesting more inviting policy documents based on lived experiences 

Recommendation Seven: Assign social workers to fewer schools   
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Assigning social workers to specific schools may be costly but not as much as mental 

health, criminal justice and incarceration costs that are borne by taxpayers.  Schools must be 

educated on the distinct roles social workers play in relationship building and healthy identity 

formation which take time to achieve and is definitely separate from attendance monitoring. 

Guidance counsellors, nurses and teacher counsellors perform several roles in schools but social 

workers perform a distinct role in the area of mental health and help other professionals expand 

their horizon by interrogating social determinants of health. This is important as the school years 

span several developmental phases for children. Social work support would ensure healthy 

emotional, social, and mental adjustment for all students through various life stages proactively. 

Additionally, specific groups of youth such as newcomers who have gone through the trauma of 

immigration or youth experience racism require social work support to ensure their successful 

integration, not assimilation or reformation.  

Recommendation Eight: Universities must play a Welcoming role 

Given concerns about dwindling enrolment, particularly at the tertiary level, 

Waterloo region which hosts three post-secondary institutions stands to benefit from 

being a more welcoming community.  York University has taken steps to foster a 

welcoming environment and promote postsecondary education access by not just 

studying and objectifying its neighboring Jane and Finch community but inviting, 

engaging and embracing them through its New Opportunities for Innovative Student 

Engagement (NOISE, 2014). The research informed engagement model promotes multi-

directional learning among Jane and Finch youth, social work students, and alumni to 

enhance the academic success of both populations (NOISE, 2016). Waterloo region needs 

to take proactive action to facilitate placement and retention of Black African youth 
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Recommendation Nine: Give equal attention to all genders 

Eurocentric discourses equate Blackness with Black masculinity and criminality, ignoring 

Black females. Girls respond to social exclusion differently than boys and, require relational 

solutions that address their unique concerns. The ontology of forgetting toward discursive 

violence perpetrated by the school system means children learn to put up with the violence of 

racism at school and may be more prone to becoming victims of the workplace and domestic 

violence. The current emphasis on gendered violence is great but does not account for where 

youth learn to perpetrate or tolerate it. The Ontario Youth Action Plan emphasizes collaborative 

approaches that build mental capital and provide opportunities to experience social justice, 

control, cultural validation, identity, and voice. Such interventions boost hope, mental health, and 

resilience, mitigate effects of racism and contribute to Black girls’ ability to build healthy 

families and vibrant societies in contrast to deficit-based programs. Specific proactive emphasis 

on the Black girl child will counter ideas of Black girls as model Blacks which is a subterfuge; 

all need to be accepted as humans with foibles, flaws, strengths, and feelings.  

Recommendation Ten: Educate the Public about Canada’s need of Immigrants  

 No nation can thrive on low birth rate, few workers, and an aging population. Canada’s 

low birth rate is compounded by declining growth in immigration from European sources. The 

nation is compelled to look to non- European sources. There is need to inform the populace 

through massive public education. Census projections show that the number of visible minority 

immigrants is expected to increase from about 4,000,000 in 2011 to between 6,313,000 and 

8,530,000 (Statistics Canada, 2016). The Black population remains the third largest visible 
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minority group in Canada because they are needed and schools, employers, policymakers and the 

general citizenry must appreciate this as a community safety imperative. 

This study recommends hiring Black teachers, assigning social workers to fewer schools 

to promote relationship building, urban diversity and ongoing cultural sensitivity training, as well 

as involving parents and community in policy drafting, hiring, training, and teaching in schools. 

It is hoped that board wide commitment to anti- Black racism, and a system that tracks, rewards, 

and funds such commitment would make the region truly inclusive. This study has limitations, 

some of which are highlighted below and they all point to the need for future larger-scale studies. 

 

Limitations of the Study   

To enable readers to contextualize this study and provide a backdrop for further research, 

I highlight few limitations of the study below.  

There were eleven females and six males in the study. Many males declined to participate 

or failed to attend because the study was about school experiences. Some of these males were not 

currently in school and did not consider the study to be relevant to them. Siblings who attended 

explained that their brothers either felt they had nothing to contribute or had a lot to say but felt 

too stigmatized to attend. In some cases, participants provided insights into their brother's 

thoughts, frustrations and pain ensuring their stories are included from the sibling’s perspective  

As teachers in schools are predominantly female and the school climate and teaching 

styles reflect the female preponderance, this may have contributed to the higher participation of 

females over males. However the males who attended represented male voices eloquently as 

males spoke extensively on specific topics that related to male experiences and realities. There is 

also a need for research on the views, job and satisfaction of the few Black teachers in the region 
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The study was designed to include Black African youth of all levels of engagement and 

achievement including those who have exited the school system, those currently in school and 

those who are working but most of the participants are currently in school. My status as a parent 

may have caused reticence among some youth leading to those currently in school to be over-

represented in the study. Belief s that parents simply care about education as a tool of social 

advancement may have contributed to some youth believing their views may not be welcome.   

In relation to this, Ungar and Teram, (2005) noted that society dichotomizes who is high 

achieving and who is not and this tends to fragment vulnerable communities. It is not unlikely 

that my status as a Black doctoral student might have made some youth and parents believe that 

the study is about success and those defined as successes in hegemonic discourse.  They might 

have concluded that they were not entitled to speak on matters relating to school success or that 

even if they did, their views would not be validated. Discourses of victim blaming and 

stereotypes often produce withdrawal, internalized oppression and defiance (Mullaly, 2010). 

Also, many of the youth were recruited through the African association’s networks and 

may have been familiar with Afrocentric discourses which may explain their comfort with 

African elders. Other studies may yield similar or varied results. 

The sample was limited to Black African youth who self-identified as African which 

could have skewed the findings in terms of positive regard for their African heritage or identity. 

The use of the dialogic forum method meant that we had to find a day and time that 

worked for most participants and resulted in some interested youth not being able to attend the 

forum due to work schedules over which they had no control 

All of these limitations point to a need for bigger large-scale studies on the Black African 

experience in Waterloo region. Such studies would accommodate varied dates and community 
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researchers from different spheres such as outreach workers trained to conduct research. The use 

of mixed methods may be pursued as quantitative tools can provide wider reach and supplement 

the qualitative design which provided rich in-depth qualitative data. The amount of work done in 

teasing out the mound of data in this study, in order to select what to include in this dissertation 

attests to the richness and effectiveness of the qualitative Afrocentric study for eliciting in-depth 

narratives that enabled the participants to express the truths as they experienced it. 

 

Future Research Directions  

Black Experience in Waterloo region  

There is definitely a need to build on this modest dissertation study on Black African 

youth in Waterloo region as it answered some questions but raised new areas of inquiry for 

exploration and elucidation. The Black Experience project in Toronto has sought to shed light on 

the experiences and lived realities of Blacks of all ages and walks of life in Toronto and the 

Greater Toronto Area. Such a large study across all facets of the Black population and which 

examines health, employment, family, policing, justice, access to social services, opportunities 

and threats, as well as human rights is needed in Waterloo region to build upon this study of 

Black youth schooling experiences.   

Based on the findings in this study, that almost all Black youth in the region have never 

had a Black teacher, I would like to understand the experiences of the few Black teachers in 

Waterloo region to assess their job satisfaction, how they understand their role and respond to the 

pressure to be mentors, activists and mental/emotional supports to their Black students. It will 

enable an understanding of how they navigate the dynamics of their multiple roles in the school 
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system and assessment of the recognition and or supports available to them and to other Black 

teachers who may be recruited in response to advocacy efforts by the Black African community 

This dissertation sparked my interest in examining access to health and wellness among 

Black African youth with a view to addressing the barriers and exploring the use of Afrocentric 

therapies and approaches. Understanding the interactions between mental health, wellness and 

race-informed issues are important to enable effective differential cultural responses.  

I will continue my work among Black youth through the mechanism of my social 

innovation laboratory - Community Academic Reciprocal Engagement (CARE) which is 

informed by NOISE and the Walls to Bridges programs run by my research advisors (Anucha; 

Pollack). My laboratory uses the transformative power of arts as a universal language to 

interrogate tough topics. It has so far afforded social work students opportunity to develop self-

awareness and active listening skills through dialogues, dance, drumming, African history, 

culture, and joint creation of art for social change in response to evocative activities.  It has great 

promise for use in further intergroup dialogue within the schools to demystify blackness to peers, 

teachers, staff, parents, and administrators to realize the impact of experiential learning on varied 

stakeholder groups involved with Black African students.   

In addition to the pupils and students in the elementary and secondary schools, I am 

interested in understanding the experiences of Black African international students in Canadian 

universities. The study will study colleges and university’s approaches to becoming more 

welcoming and safe for students of culturally diverse backgrounds in light of heightened 

international student recruitment by Canadian post secondary institutions.   

Understanding the Black experience in Canada requires studying different Black 

populations including parents of school age youth and Black grandparents aging out of place in 
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Canada to center their experiences, health, identity, hopes and aspirations as well as their sites of 

resistance and meaning-making. This will make a huge contribution to social work knowledge 

and ability to engage what continues to be a growing and significant proportion of the Canadian 

population. In addition to these ongoing projects, my long-term research will focus on: 

o Child welfare experiences of Black families and immigrants, including Black foster 

parents, Black youth aging out of care, kinship family systems, race of child welfare worker 

and child outcomes and experiences of Black child welfare workers   

o Family dynamics e.g. meaning making around “bail or blame” family decisions and 

interactions with Black young males who may be out of school, in a gang or incarcerated. 

o Exploring the perspectives of Black parents as well as White parents and grandparents on 

their experiences of raising Black children in small Canadian communities. 

o How does the quest for a better life which motivates most immigrant parents put pressure 

on Black youth and impact their understanding of their parents’ immigration sacrifices?  

o I am interested in what motivates non-Black people to come alongside and work with 

Blacks. How do Whites interrogate whiteness and what influences allies and accomplices? 

o I have a strong interest in the scholarship of teaching and learning and exploring what 

constitutes teaching excellence across disciplines. I also desire to work with others to build 

capacity in newly established African schools of social work to develop contextualized code 

of ethics and accreditation standards in Sub-Saharan African countries. 

o Finally, examining the relationship between faith, race and social justice movements 

continues to engage my interest, particularly in light of current world events. 
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Chapter 8: Final Remarks to the Community - From Anti-Racism to Pro-African  

“It begins with breaking the silence, ending the shame, and sharing our concerns and 

feelings.  Story-telling leads to analysis where we figure out together what is happening 

to us and why, and who benefits.  Analysis leads to strategy when we decide what to do 

about it.  Strategy leads to action, together; to change the injustices we suffer. Action 

leads to another round: reflection, analysis, strategy, action. This is the process of 

liberation.” (Bishop 1994, p.104) 

Africans need a liberatory strategy that is offensive, rather than defensive and 

deconstructive. Active pro-African, stance embraces proactive measures and can avoid the twin 

dangers of a) paralysis that a reactive focus on the “anti” in anti-racism produces, and b) mental 

assent without commitment to decolonizing ourselves as Africans who value our own knowing. I 

situated my examination of hegemonic ideas at the intersection of critical race and Afrocentric 

theories, using the integrative critical Afrocentric theory model I developed. It is not surprising 

that Ladson-Billings (1995) found teachers who claimed to be colour blind had the least ability 

to promote inclusive classrooms. Africans who feel beholden to whiteness cannot help Black 

children meaning making as they are not served by getting lost in white normativity. We cannot 

afford not to recognize that our struggles as Africans are not out there but felt and embodied by 

all of us (Kumsa et. al., 2014).  To be really free, the African has to be more African, not White. 

To   embrace our Africaness is not polarizing, it is a strategy of wholeness and wellness. Asante 

(2000) declared “we must aspire to more than shutting down, we must create, manufacture and 

invent” P.25. We have to supplant colonialist ideas that our freedom comes from outside our 

being African with time tested systems of governance, child care, philosophies, and restorative 

justice systems that served us well (Shizha, 2010) as no amount of un-Africanness will ever be 

good enough.  As bell hooks notes, “for many Black people, integration has required that they 

give their hearts to whiteness – and they have returned home broken-hearted” (2003, p. 10). 
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The African Canadian association of Waterloo region and area (ACAWRA) which serves 

the region’s African community was founded in 2000 when some Africans noticed Black youth 

and children lacked of programs to address language, culture and issues of oppression that were 

causing Black youth to fall behind their peers.  They started an after-school homework program 

and began to drive, tutor, and support pupils who were underserved by the schools.  

Satchel (2012), who studied Somali youth the ACAWRA program and another site in 

Minneapolis, USA, noted that the larger Minneapolis community supported Somali intellectuals 

in running their youth program while ACAWRA was left to deal with the influx of Somalis even 

though it was informal, entirely volunteer-run and unfunded.  Similarly, the Coalition for the 

Success of African-Caribbean-Canadian youth founded by a retired Caribbean Black principal to 

address barriers faced by youth in partnership with the African association and Caribbean groups 

was suspended in 2016 due to lack of funding. This trend is not limited to Waterloo region. In 

Toronto a Substance Abuse Program for African Canadian and Caribbean Youth SAPACCY that 

was part of the Center for Mental Health and Addiction (CMHA) had its staff cut in order to 

mainstream it, thus losing its unique cultural relevance and appeal (The star.com, May 4, 2017). 

My Community Academic Reciprocal Engagement (CARE) project aims to mitigate some of the 

funding and apathy issues by developing University community partnerships.  The African 

community must embrace research as a tool for knowledge mobilization and translation with a 

view to shaping policies and practices immediate and future.  

Neoliberal reproductions ensure concerns about the overrepresentation of Black youth in 

jail, gangs, and child welfare do not translate to targeted resources and services that promote 

wholeness. The African Canadian Association program, being volunteer- supported and lacking 

government funding, relied on grant writing, aligning with the priorities of funders who fund one 
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time projects or projects that serve all people, negating the needs of specific groups. SAPACCY 

was allowed to wither even though mental health problems among Black youth in the GTA are 

escalating because CMHA in trying to “break down silos” failed to recognize that targeting 

unique problems is not exclusion, it is equity and justice. The Walrus, (Robyn Maynard, 17th 

November, 2017) report of a six-year-old unarmed Black girl handcuffed by armed police at 

school eloquently shows the need for community solidarity to stem the tide of dehumanization.  

Berry’s (1997) model looks at the relationship between newcomers and host communities 

as taking one of four forms i.e., assimilation, separation, marginalization, or integration.  Berry’s 

analysis makes the newcomer responsible for their mode of acculturation. Newcomers and the 

racialized do not want silos, they want integration, but the host community pursues assimilation. 

Currently what we have is not integration as differences are judged using nationalism and 

patriotism (Ahmed, 2000, Mackey, 2002) to avoid interrogating whiteness. To be seen as the 

stranger and prejudged is to bring all the weight of history to bear upon the Black person while 

maintaining ahistorical discourses (Ahmed 2000).  Blacks fought long and hard to end 

segregation and must not allow ourselves to be coerced into assimilation by abandoning the goal 

of integration in a show of patriotism to a system that sees six-year-old Black girls as threatening 

and unworthy.  As African origin people in this decade, we must come to terms with and start 

from the incongruence in Canadian life for minorities (Bannerji, 1996).    

 We must begin to unapologetically demand support and funding for our ethnocultural 

activities that target specific needs and ultimately promote social cohesion. Funding for capacity 

building, organizational governance training, offerings of culturally relevant programs, youth 

workers, and social workers, as well as development of curricular, pedagogical and intervention 

tools are imperative. The need for a community center has been well articulated in evaluation 
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assessments of the ACAWRA homework program.  This study also showed that Black African 

youth need safe spaces to meet to break the isolation and be validated. Culture-specific programs 

start from the known to the unknown, using tested tools that validate heritage and identity to 

equip youth to face the challenges in the larger society.  

The lack of such supports was evident as many parents sought my advise during the 

participant recruitment phase of this research even if their ward declined participation or was 

otherwise ineligible. There were few places to refer families to besides the ACAWRA which is 

wholly volunteer-run and does not employ any social workers or other helping professionals. To 

ACAWRA’s credit, it has managed to keep the homework program running for 20 years through 

community efforts. Mental health and well-being programs are unsustainable without staff, 

space, and funds that can help the Black community resist amputation (Fanon, 1970).  Programs 

such as African Community wellness initiative (ACWI), Community Academic Reciprocal 

Engagement (CARE), and the coalition for the success of Black African and Carribean youth are 

examples of efforts by African professionals to meet the needs of the youth. These initiatives 

promote culturally relevant interventions to foster educational aspirations among Black youth.   

A report presented at the annual conference of the Ontario Alliance of Black Educators 

found that Black students constitute about half of all students suspended in the Toronto District 

School Board. In addition, the practice of streaming Black youth towards programs below their 

ability was denounced. Once youth are streamed into non academic programs, it limits their 

ability to get into college or university, thus decisions made in grade nine to categorize students 

into programs mainly based on their race were found to impact their life options and adult 

trajectories (Muriel Draaisma, CBC News April 24, 2017). It is important for Black communities 

to decry these unacceptable trends. All communities must heed the call to review what is 



226 
 

happening to Black youth in our respective school boards in order to understand what we are up 

against. Community involvement is imperative in school boards like WRDSB where there are 

few Black teachers. It is hardly surprising that it was the association of Black educators who   

focused attention on these issues. We cannot as a community assume the Ministry’s recent 

directive that school boards must start collecting race data and increase staffing diversity will be 

heeded.  In this regards, Barrack Obama’s oft quoted comment is germane - “change will not 

come if we wait for some other person or some other time, we are the ones we’ve been waiting 

for; we are the change that we seek” (New York Times, February 5, 2008).  

The Community Academic Reciprocal Engagement (CARE) project, I started was 

primarily in recognition of the need for partnership between educators and the community. As 

the name suggests, CARE is a vehicle for promoting collaboration between both sectors but in a 

reciprocal manner that honours and validates plural epistemology, culture, theories and methods. 

CARE is designed to be a research outfit that collaborates with other agencies and organizations 

serving Black African and Caribbean people. It will focus not just on change but the nature of 

change, organize social action and draw support for the cause of Black African and Caribbean 

people from research funding organizations interested in community research and connections. 

To do this, services will be analyzed to determine the fit between manifest outcomes and 

intended goals, thereby unearthing inequities in policy and practise.  

This dissertation is only a start, larger scale studies will collect evidence that will be used 

to engage the public, establish accountability and evaluate outcomes for the Black community. 

Previous research enabled service users to provide input into the review of curriculum for 

Wilfrid Laurier University School of social work (Watters, Cait & Oba, 2016). Black girls in the 
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CARE social innovation laboratory also told their stories to social work students and together, 

they began developing a community tool kit for engaging racialized youth.  

This UN decade of action for Africans is time to act by informing ourselves and 

advocating appropriately.  There is a dearth of studies on youth in Waterloo region and every 

contribution counts towards collective transgression, reclaiming our rights as equal partners.   

Youth and elders, parents and children, those viewed as successes or not, researchers, academics, 

and practitioners, male and female must engage in political resistance.  Our African origin and 

ethos dictate working together to resist injustice.  Like Dr. King Jr., I too have a dream, that 

someday classrooms will be safe and the curriculum, staff, teachers, and administrators will 

inspire Black youth to aspire without limits. I dream of teachers and social workers who have the 

best interest of Black youth at heart enabling them to focus on learning without fear. I dream that 

schooling will no longer be trauma and the excitement of kindergarten will be nurtured by the 

school so that Black pupils will realize their potential and not be marginalized because of the 

colour of their skin. For now, we lean on the shoulders of giants who fought for our right to be 

on the inside and fight to be heard and validated, buoyed up by Pan-Africanism. 

I am your colleague, your peer, your student, your teacher, your neighbor. You see me 

every day. You tell me you don’t see a Black woman; you just see a woman. I don’t want to ruin 

the party or puncture anyone’s innocence. It’s really hard to be a killjoy (Ahmed, 2009) but it’s 

much harder not to feel true…. I sweat and groan inwardly until I speak. Then I become marked. 

But to not speak is to die daily, to also be amputated and left by the wayside, dis-abled and 

bleeding (Kumsa et.al.p.24). 
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Appendix A 

WILFRID LAURIER UNIVERSITY 

INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT  

Not in our Backyard: School Experiences of Black African youth in Waterloo Region, 

Principal investigator: Olufunke (Funke) Oba and Shoshana Pollack (advisor)  

You are invited to participate in a research study.  The purpose of this study is to understand the 

school experiences of Black African youth in Waterloo Region. The researcher, Funke Oba is a 

Black African doctoral candidate in the faculty of Social Work at Wilfrid Laurier University  

INFORMATION 

The research will take the form of a community dialogue using story telling. The youth will 

share stories of their school experiences with community elders in the first 90 minutes of the 

community dialogue.   

In the second half, elders and youth will participate in an Afrocentric activity through stories or 

proverbs. Both the youth and the elders will deliberate on the meaning of the youth stories and 

the Afrocentric elements of leaning. The total duration of the forum is 3 hours. 

Interested participants will also participate in in-depth story telling interviews to supplement the 

insights gained from the group discussion  

The forum and individual sessions will be audio recorded with consent from participants, and 

supplemented by notes recorded on a laptop by the researcher during the sessions  

There shall be no use of deception in this study. 

RISKS 

The researcher does not foresee any risks or discomforts with procedures to be used in the study 

that are outside the daily experiences of the research participants. However, resources and 

referrals will be provided should anyone be triggered by exploring issues they may have learned 

to ignore or silence. 

BENEFITS 

Understanding the context, prevalence and forms of racism, marginalization or 

disenfranchisement in the lives of Black African youth will inform policy and practice initiatives 

in the area of curriculum, pedagogy, engagement and inclusion in schools  
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Youth voices will be heard, acknowledged and made visible through this research 

Educators, social workers, policy makers and the community will be educated and sensitized 

Documenting the steps and processes of this emergent research approach will inform future 

culturally validating research  

The intergenerational forum can promote youth appreciation of cultural capital; youth agency, 

and healing of ruptures in the community by enhancing awareness of elders about the 

experiences youth face. 

The study makes an important contribution to the body of knowledge on Black African youth in 

Waterloo Region and other small communities locally and globally. 

Dissemination of the study findings through other  dialogues with peers, and the larger society 

will promote empathy, illuminate obfuscated experiences and counteract the disavowal of Black 

African youth experiences or the experiences of other Black and marginalized populations 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

Confidentiality and anonymity of participants will be protected through ensuring no identifying 

information is reported.  Only signatures will be collected on consent forms which will be stored 

in a locked cabinet by the researcher or her supervisor Dr. Shoshana Pollack and destroyed 

within three years. Given the number of participants in the community individual quotes will not 

be identifiable and pseudonyms will be used for the individual in-depth interview data to ensure 

anonymity of participant is maintained. Names will not be used in the report, dissertation or 

publications. Participants will be given a chance to vet any quotes selected for use. You will be 

able to suggest paraphrase or deletions of unique statements that may make them identifiable if 

quote is used in its original format memo#5 

COMPENSATION 

Participants will receive $10 for participating in each of the community dialogue and the in-

depth interview. Participants may withdraw at any time during the research without any penalty 

but will receive $10 for partial participation. Bus tickets and refreshments will also be provided 

to participants. 

CONTACT 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures,(or experience adverse 

effects as a result of participating in this study you may contact Funke Oba, at   

obax1230@mylaurier.ca.  This project has been reviewed and approved by the University 

Research Ethics Board. If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this 
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form, or your rights as a research participant have been violated during the course of this project, 

you may contact Dr. Robert Basso, Chair, University Research Ethics Board, Wilfrid Laurier 

University, (519) 884-0710 x4994 or rbasso@wlu.ca 

PARTICIPATION  

Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty.  If 

you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time without penalty and 

without loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  If you withdraw from the study, 

every attempt will be made to remove your data from the study, and have it.  You have the right 

to omit any question(s)/procedure(s) you choose. Please note that if you do participate in the 

dialogue forum before withdrawing, it is not possible to delete the data because of the group 

conversational nature of the dialogue forum. 

FEEDBACK AND PUBLICATION  

Results of the research will be disseminated through the researcher’s doctoral dissertation and 

publications in reputable academic peer reviewed journals. A community friendly   “myth or 

fact” poster will be distributed and participants will have an opportunity to receive an electronic 

copy of either a summary or the full dissertation, approximately in the winter of 2017. 

CONSENT 

I have read and understand the above information.  I have received a copy of this form.  I agree 

to participate in this study. 

Participant's signature __________________________________    Date _________________ 

Investigator's signature __________________________________   Date   _________________  
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