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Introduction

Since 2007, the Host Program in Ontario has been going through a phase of rapid growth and development. Increased funder resourcing of Host has meant that many Host delivery agencies have been able to expand their programming and increase numbers of Host Program staff. In addition, many agencies have received new program funding. The number of service providers in Ontario has increased from 19 in 2007 to over 45 currently. 

The Ontario Host Coordination Project conducted a focussed needs assessment study with new Host staff to determine their priority learning and professional development needs. This needs assessment complements learning needs assessment processes which have been ongoing since the beginning of the Ontario Host Coordination Project in 2007. The most recent components of this process have been four regional networking sessions (late 2008 and early 2009); and a survey of the most experienced Host staff (fall 2008). 

The needs assessment of new Host staff was modelled on the process used for experienced Host staff. Firstly, an on-line survey was developed and tested. It was then advertised to the Host Program Network of Ontario, specifically requesting the participation of Host Program staff in agencies that had begun new Host programs since January 2008 or after. 

The survey data was reviewed to determine emerging priority learning needs. Follow-up phone interviews were conducted with several survey respondents. The interviews  provided an opportunity to gather more in-depth information about the priority needs and how they might best be addressed. 
Survey Results

14 Host staff completed the on-line survey (one only partially). In the multiple choice question, respondents identified their positions as: Manager (2); Coordinator (6); Counsellor/worker (5) and Other (1). Over half the respondents indicated that they work in Youth Host programs. This was not surprising given that this has been the largest area of recent Host programming expansion. 

Actual staff titles were diverse, including: Team leader; Host Program Facilitator, Volunteer and Event Facilitator; and one combined position of Settlement / Host Counsellor / and Manager. This would seem to indicate that these new staff are playing multiple roles in the Host Program. 

When asked about their previous work experience, the majority (12 out of 14) indicated that they had job or volunteer experience working with newcomers to Canada. This included positions as teachers (ESL and other), international volunteers, researchers, settlement counsellors and other providers of services to newcomers. 
Survey participants were asked an open question about the biggest challenges they face in developing their new Host program. Many of these challenges related to outreach and recruitment of volunteers and newcomers, conveying the benefits of Host, and screening for the most appropriate matches. These challenges appear to be most acute for Youth Host, and for programs in smaller or more isolated communities. 

Other challenges include the need for better preparatory training for staff and more program guidelines and tools, such as templates for forms and communications, manuals, and practical tips for Host Program staff. One participant commented: “we just had to hit the ground running and learn as we went.”
Participants ranked their top five priority learning needs, as selected from a list of seventeen topics that had been identified from prior needs assessments with Host staff. (“Other” was also an option, but no respondent selected it.) Participants could also provide comments on their choices. 

The three top priority areas were all statistically close in ranking. The area with the highest priority ranking was “Volunteer Management, Training and Support”. Six participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 choice; and eight ranked it as one of their top five priorities. The next two priority choices were ”Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment” (five participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 priority; with six ranking it among their top 5 priorities) and “Effective Marketing and Promotions” (two participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 priority and 10 ranked it among their top 5 priorities). 

Below these, but with some level of priority for new Host staff, was a mix of: “Intercultural Communications and Effectiveness”; “Staff Management, Training and Support”; “Effective Workshops and Group Facilitation”; “Building Inclusive Workplaces and Communities (anti-racism and diversity programming)”; “Working with Difficult or Multiple Needs Clients”; “Fundraising and Resource Development”; and “Building and Maintaining Community Partnerships”.
When asked to rank their preferred approaches to learning and training, the majority (nine out of 14 respondents) stated that they usually preferred “Focused 1-2 day training workshops with subject matter experts”. An additional four stated they sometimes preferred this approach. The next preferred approach was “Organized networking and knowledge sharing with other (non-Host) agencies” (six “usually” and seven “sometimes” preferred this approach) followed by “Short (e.g. half-day) knowledge-sharing and networking sessions with peers” (four “usually” and eight “sometimes” preferred). “Facilitated teleconferencing discussions and learning sessions” were ranked lowest with 11 out of 13 respondents stating that this approach was only sometimes or almost never preferred. A few comments indicated interest in conferences with guest speakers, accessing available resource materials, and sessions specifically for particular groups of staff, such as coordinators. 
The feedback was mixed regarding timing for training workshops or organized learning sessions. There was a slight overall preference for Tuesday to Thursday sessions, and a strong preference for daytime over evening sessions. The most convenient months of the year for new staff to participate in such sessions, in order of preference were: January, February/March, or April/May. 

Complete survey responses, statistical results and comments, are provided in Annex 1 of this report. 
Follow-up Interviews

Six of the on-line survey respondents were interviewed by Sue Cass of the Host Coordination team. Interviewees were: three Youth Program Coordinators, one Program Worker, one Program Manager, and one Volunteer and Event Facilitator. Although the pool of respondents was small, there was a good range of perspectives including regional representation (Durham, St. Catharines, Brampton, North York, North Bay and Ottawa), and both large and small agencies. Some interviewees were staff of agencies with new Host Programs; others were staff of new Youth Host Programs in agencies where there was an established traditional Host Program.  
The interviews gathered more information about the top three priority learning areas identified in the survey: 
1. Volunteer Management, Training and Support 

2. Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment 

3. Effective Marketing and Promotions Developing Specialized Programming 
An additional set of questions solicited the respondents’ perspectives on training and support that might be offered to the Host Program network to support the building of more welcoming workplaces and communities. The responses on this topic went towards development of the program for the 2008-09 “Pathways to Transformation” workshops. These Anti-Racism and Diversity workshops are offered to Host Program staff and volunteers under Citizenship and Immigration Canada’s Welcoming Communities Initiative. The first round of workshops, offered in 2007-08, were very well received by participants, and participants expressed interest in taking further steps to advance work in this area. 

Throughout the interview participants were given the opportunity to speak about any and all personal professional development interests and offer general comments about how the Host Coordination Project might best support the learning needs of the Host Network. 
The interview script appears in Annex 2.  

What follows is a summary of the key issues discussed during interviews.

1. Volunteer Management, Training and Support
All respondents were in their first year of developing a new Host or Youth Host Program. Many had been on the job for six months or less. 

Several interviewees commented that their initial program funding was short-term (one year or less) and that they felt under considerable pressure to produce the numbers of matches specified in their contracts. 

Effectiveness with tasks and responsibilities inherent to the volunteer management cycle was seen to be the key to success. Virtually all respondents spoke about major challenges they were confronting at some stage or stages in the cycle. They focussed particularly on the front-end: outreach, marketing and recruitment; screening and matching; putting in place necessary policies and procedures (especially with Youth programs); running orientation and training sessions. One person commented: “It’s figuring out the essential pieces, the package that needs to be in place, such as paperwork, policies and procedures, liability issues, basic orientation and training toolkits, and figuring out the timing of all this.” 

Staff want to know the essentials of effective volunteer management in the context of Host:  important do’s and don’ts; and “lessons learned”. They feel that the various approaches in use throughout the network should be captured for the benefit of new programs; and they would like program start-ups to be provided with basic training, program guidelines, and templates or models.  

Some respondents did have the benefit of being able to consult the experienced Host staff within their own agencies. However, Youth Host staff pointed out that there were aspects of traditional Host volunteer management that simply don’t work with youth. 

Although all new staff find outreach and recruitment of suitable volunteers to be challenging, this is especially so for Youth Host. Interviewees spoke about their difficulties marketing the program in a way that resonates for youth. 

And after youth volunteers have been recruited, they often participate irregularly, or just don’t show up. For some, the commitment does not go beyond fulfilling the minimum volunteer hours required for high school graduation. Staff would like to find ways to make the program more interesting for Youth Host volunteers. They suggest incentives such as more fun group activities, and opportunities for youth to build skills and competencies. 

Beyond finding and retaining volunteers, related challenges for new Host staff are making appropriate newcomer-volunteer matches and dealing with “less suitable” volunteers. 

Among the resources needed by new Host Programs is a volunteer orientation training program. New staff need this packaged as a kit, that includes both content and processes for them to deliver workshops. 

Another set of concerns, particularly for new Youth Host programs, relates to legal issues related to working with minors, and policies to protect the agency and program participants. When new Host Programs aren’t prepared for these issues, they can create significant barriers to, for example, bringing the Host Program into schools.

Meeting these needs

Several interviewees expressed appreciation for the tools and resources that are now available on the Host web site, such as templates for marketing materials, and a Host manual. However, new staff say they need  many more resources, such as:

· Marketing materials with a look more geared to youth audiences

· Checklists of important steps and priorities (“to do’s”) for all stages of the volunteer cycle, including criteria for the screening and selection of Host volunteers

· Templates or samples of basic policies, questionnaires and forms

· Manual or toolkit with guidelines and models for basic orientation and training of volunteers; and eventually, the same kind of thing for newcomer participants

· Further development of the Host database to enable staff to manage their record keeping; with training for staff in how to use the database 

New Host Program greatly appreciate opportunities to network, share ideas and strategies, and learn about “best practices” from experienced peers in the provincial network. Respondents were keenly anticipating upcoming conferences, regional networking sessions and training workshops. 

Beyond what interviewees expect to learn at these events, they say such opportunities help to build a sense of community and trust across the provincial Host network. Some new staff had sensed a reluctance from certain agencies to share their program models, strategies and approaches. They feel that pressure from the funder to attain numerical program targets could be feeding a climate of competition for limited resources, particularly in larger centres. In these cases agencies may feel that their ability to meet targets would be compromised if too many “trade secrets” were shared with other Host programs.  

2. Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment
Staff of new programs are unsure of what is required of them in demonstrating the successes and value of Host. But unlike the area of volunteer management, where they feel that the answers are “out there”, they believe that the Host Program lacks a good evaluation framework, tools and processes.  

One interviewee commented, “We need and want to know if what we are doing is right” and another, “We need to know how to ask clients about what is working and in a way that will give us truthful answers. Are there tools we could use to do this?” 

Respondents find the existing reporting framework (monthly statistical and narrative reports to Ontario Region, Citizenship and Immigration Canada) to be too limiting and not in sync with program realities. ICAMS, the national computerized system, is also confusing and awkward to use. 

They would appreciate an approach that is more appropriate to the goals and realities of Host, and goes beyond capturing numbers to measure quality programming. Said one respondent: “The reports we are being asked to submit are not asking the right questions. Our Youth Host Program focusses on implementing a wide range of outcome-based activities. So we need to be able to measure our successes in these activities both in terms of process and outcome.” 

Meeting these needs

Several respondents stated that it would be helpful for them to receive basic training in monitoring and evaluation, including an introduction to practical tools and methods for collecting qualitative data. These tools and methods could be made available to all on the Host web site. 
It was suggested that a program evaluation framework for Host could be the theme of regional networking sessions. Participants could share models, tools and strategies and collaborate towards the development of a framework. 

Respondents emphasized that this would need to be a collaborative process between the provincial network of service providers and the funder. The Host Coordination Team could be facilitators in bringing together the different interests and stakeholders and tapping into existing expertise within the network. It may also be of value to look at evaluation models in use at selected agencies and programs beyond Host. 

3. Effective Marketing and Promotions 

Staff of new Host Programs said that they often find outreach to program participants – both newcomers and volunteers – to be difficult, even overwhelming. Outreach means first finding where potential program participants are and then being able to communicate about the program in an engaging way. 

Staff working in smaller or isolated communities can find the outreach task particularly daunting. Speaking about a Host Program based in a settlement service agency, one person commented: “We need to be able to market and promote our program outside our comfort zone…beyond just the people that are already connected to our program.” Others spoke about limited time and other resources available for program promotion.

Youth Host staff feel that their programs need very different and creative strategies are needed. Marketing Host as a “friendship program” is not effective with youth. Although several people commented on the usefulness of the existing templates for Host promotional materials, which are available at HostOntario.org, those working in Youth Host found that these materials are not compelling to their target audiences. They say there is a pressing need to develop parallel materials with a particular “Youth look”. 

Another challenge for Youth Host is that, in order to reach newcomer youth, there is often the added task of reaching parents and convincing them of the value of the program. Otherwise they could present a significant barrier to participation. 

Meeting these needs

New staff recommend in-person learning opportunities, such as workshops with experienced Host staff sharing tools, best practices and success stories. Other ideas for what could be included are: practical tips for approaching and working with particular cultural groups, how to promote the program to potential community partners, presentation tips, and how to respond to “tricky questions”. 

Learning from the perspectives and experience of the wider settlement sector and other community-based organizations would also be useful. One idea proposed was a session with senior representatives of school boards, YMCAs, LINC providers and others sharing their outreach approaches. This would also provide an opportunity for other programs to learn about Host and perhaps open doors for collaboration and partnership-building. 

Youth Host staff feel that they also need to meet within their own sub-network to strategize and learn together. 

In terms of resources, clearly staff feel that it is a priority for the Coordination Project to work with the network to develop a kit of Youth focused promotional materials. In addition to traditional media, such as posters, brochures and Power Points, this might include innovations, such as a collection of Youth Host “success stories”, and maybe an interactive game. All materials should be user-friendly and downloadable from the Host web site. 

Several respondents contributed comments about expanding the content and capabilities at the HostOntario.org web site: information on where staff could obtain discounted promotional materials; a Youth program zone where staff could interact, share success stories and access resources; a list of difficult questions that can arise in presentations with ideas for responses. 

Staff of new Host Programs feel that their outreach should be supported by a provincial campaign to increase public awareness of Host. Such a campaign might include television spots and promotional ads run in provincial publications.

4. Building Welcoming Communities (Anti-racism and Diversity Training)

All staff interviewed were interested in receiving Anti-Racism and Diversity training. They need say they need competencies for managing difficult Host situations, approaches for expanding their work in the wider community, and ways to empower others in response to instances of racism and exclusion. 

They want this training to be very practical in nature. A respondent who had participated in the first phase of Host Anti-Racism and Diversity training said: “The initial workshop was great. We were really excited about it all. But when we got home we asked ourselves, “How can we make this work? What is our role vis-à-vis the wider community? We need to build on this… be able to offer sessions in our community”.  

Host staff want a “train the trainers” approach with support materials so that they have skills and tools to deliver workshops and facilitate building awareness of issues of exclusion. The trainer resource kit should include: sample workshop designs geared to Host volunteers, newcomers and wider community members; facilitator guidelines and tips for adapting to local needs and realities; and case studies, role plays, Power Point Presentations, a bibliography and fact sheets, etc. All of these materials should be available on the Host web site.

Host staff feel that it will take time to build their capacity and confidence as facilitators. Therefore, in the shorter term, they want the Host Coordination Project to deliver workshops for Host volunteers, including promising youth leaders.

5. General Comments

Staff of new Host programs were given the opportunity in both the survey and the interview to add general comments about their professional development needs and interests, the current learning environment in the network, and the approach to learning and training being taken by the Host Coordination Project. A summary of the general comments:

Specialized Learning Needs of Sub-Groups
a) Program managers and coordinators often have learning needs different from those of other Host team members. Consideration should be given to providing learning opportunities that are tailored for them. 

b) Program staff from smaller and/or more isolated communities would benefit from opportunities to network and learn together, as their issues sometimes differ from those in larger centres.

c) New staff would benefit from a standardized orientation training process. This would also help the network build a common vision of Host and its priority goals.

d) Youth Host staff need facilitation techniques that empower youth, characterized by “leading and facilitating from behind”. These skills are quite different from teaching and for some will require learning a very different approach. 

Suggested Training 
e) The Host web site is incredibly useful for start-up programs. Future development of the site should taken into consideration the needs of Youth Host programs, who need to make use of the newest communication technologies. This means that staff will need training in use of the HostOntario web site, and also on how to use Facebook effectively, develop blogs, etc. 

f) Partnering with other organizations in our communities is so important to the success of our programs. This is key to accessing resources, for example to find appropriate venues for activities for women and youth. Practical ideas and strategies for developing collaborations would be very useful. 

g) Building understanding of newcomer and intercultural issues and cross-cultural communication schools or with potential employers for example) is an important aspect of Host work. Staff need training resources that we can make available to our communities.

Contextual Issues

h) SWIS and Host need to come together and better understand each other, their complementarities and how they can work together in schools to best serve newcomer youth. 
i) The biggest challenge to creating a collaborative learning and working environment in the Host network is the overlapping of programs and staff in different agencies feeling they are in competition for limited resources. 

j) Any and all opportunities to learn from the experiences of others in the Host network are appreciated. However, important learning can also be gained from relevant outside expertise.

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The learning needs of new Host staff will need to be examined further in light of available resources and the needs of the wider network. However, based on the findings of the survey, we can make general recommendations for steps which could be taken over the next 1-2 years to begin to address some professional development needs of this group.

Volunteer Management, Training and Support
1. Continue to offer workshops at annual Host conferences focussing on both the overall management cycle and particular elements such as recruitment, volunteer selection, orientation, and training, and liability issues. 

2. Work towards a developing a comprehensive Host volunteer management manual including questionnaires, model policies, orientation models and support resources, examples of good practice tools and strategies, etc. A parallel manual (or supplement) for Youth Host is also a priority. 

Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment

3. The Host Coordination Team should initiate dialogue between the provincial Host Program network and Citizenship and Immigration Canada about how evaluation and reporting frameworks might better capture all quantitative and qualitative outcomes of the Host Programs. 

4. Provide practical training for staff, either via regional sessions or at annual Host conferences.

Effective Marketing and Promotions

5. The Host Coordination Team should develop Youth-focused Host promotional materials.

6. Offer practical training in the area of outreach, drawing on the expertise within the Host network, and in the case of Youth Host in particular, from other youth programs and service providers . 

Building Welcoming Communities (Anti-racism and Diversity Programming)

7. Develop a highly experiential and interactive “train the trainer” workshop to be offered on a regional basis to both Host staff and to volunteers who show high interest and community leadership potential. Supplement workshop delivery with the development of a comprehensive training manual. 

General

8. Continue to maximize opportunities for face-to-face learning and networking sessions to facilitate exchange of best practices and lessons learned and to contribute to building a sense of collaboration and trust within the provincial Host network. Also consider providing workshops focussed on specific sub-groups of staff e.g. Youth Host facilitators, program managers, and program staff from small and/or more isolated communities. 

9. Continue to build the capacity of HostOntario.org for virtual knowledge exchange and sharing of resources, tools and approaches. Keep staff aware of new content on the site and upcoming events via regular update “news flashes”.
In conclusion, much appreciation was expressed, by both survey and interview respondents, for the work done to date by the Host Coordination project to support the learning needs of Host Program staff. The hope is high that this essential work will continue on at least the same scale, and ideally expand to keep pace with the changes in the network.  


