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Introduction

During the first phase of the Host Coordination Project (2007-2008), training team members gathered information related to learning needs of Host Program staff in Ontario. During that process it became apparent that the learning needs of experienced staff — those with three years or more experience with the Program — may have been overlooked because this group represents a relatively small percentage of Host staff in the province. 
The Coordination team undertook a two-phased needs assessment process with experienced Host staff over the months of July and August 2008. Firstly, an on-line survey was developed, tested, and then advertised to the Host Program Network of Ontario. After a review of survey data to identify key issues, follow-up phone interviews were conducted with a number of survey respondents in order to gather more in-depth information. 

On-line Survey Results

A total of 13 experienced Host staff completed the on-line survey. The on-line survey, compilation of statistical results, and commentary is included in Annex 1. 

Respondents to the survey represented a range of staff positions including: Director (1); Deputy Director/Host Manager (1); Managers (3); Coordinators (6); and Counsellors/workers (2). In terms of years of experience, slightly over half (7) indicated that they had four years or less experience working with Host, while the other half (6) indicated that they had been working with the Host Program for nine years or more. 

Based on learning needs that had been expressed through previous needs assessment processes, fourteen categories of learning needs were listed in the survey. Respondents were asked to review these categories and select and rank their top five priority learning needs. In addition to the fourteen categories, an “other” option was offered, and respondents had opportunities to provide additional comments. 

Overall, the area with the highest priority ranking was “Managing Organizational Change and Growth”. Six participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 choice; nine ranked it as one of their top five priorities. 
The second highest priority area was “Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment”. Four participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 priority; eight ranked it as one of their top five priorities. 
The third highest priority area was “Developing Specialized Programming e.g. for refugees, professionals, women, youth”. Four participants ranked this as their #1 or #2 priority; seven ranked it as one of their top 5 priorities. 
Finally the fourth level of priority learning needs was a mix of “Volunteer Management, Training and Support”, “Lobbying, Advocacy and Media Relations” and “Building and Maintaining Partnerships”.
The survey asked respondents to rank their preferred approaches to learning and training. The vast majority (12 of 13 respondents) stated a preference for focused 1-2 day training workshops with subject matter experts. Approximately half also indicated strong interest in other options: short knowledge-sharing and networking sessions with peers (7); organized networking and knowledge sharing with other (non-Host) agencies (7); and on-line learning and knowledge-sharing materials (6). Facilitated teleconferencing discussions and learning sessions were ranked lowest. 11 of 13 respondents stated that this approach was only sometimes or almost never preferred. 

The survey asked what days and months are preferred for training workshops or organized group sessions. The feedback was quite mixed. There was a slight overall preference for Tuesday sessions, followed by Monday and Thursday. The most convenient months of the year for such sessions, in order of preference were: November, June, September and October and May. Day sessions were clearly preferred over evening. 

Follow-up Interviews

Seven of the on-line survey respondents were interviewed: 4 Program Coordinators, 1 Program Counsellor, 1 Manager, and 1 Executive Director from Host Programs in Ottawa, Kitchener-Waterloo, Thunder Bay, and Halton. The interview script is included in Annex 2. Despite relatively low numbers in the interview pool, a good range of views and perspectives were expressed. 

The interviews focused on gathering more information about the top three priority learning areas: 
1. Managing Organizational Change and Growth

2. Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment 

3. Developing Specialized Programming. 

1. Managing Organizational Change and Growth

Respondents spoke about the impact of the incredible rate of growth and expansion of Host programming due to radically increased provincial funding, particularly in the past year. As one respondent said: “It is scary how fast the change is happening and it is difficult just keeping up.” While the new funding has been a mostly happy development, allowing agencies across the network to do so much more with Host programming, there is a feeling this has happened too fast, with little time for sufficient planning. For many staff, such rapid change is a new experience. They feel a need to build understanding of the dynamics of organizational change and change management strategies and approaches.

They are looking for new models of management and decision-making to manage change. They felt this should entail working towards broader staff engagement in decision-making and flatter hierarchical management structures. The importance of  strong leadership and the engagement of senior managers in the change process was highlighted.

There is concern that new funding is leading to blurring of the mandate of Host — both within individual agencies and across the network. Some felt that, in the race to catch new funding, program staff were being pulled away from the priority focus on developing quality matches — the core activity of the Host program — into expending much time and energy on activities such as major event planning, marketing new programs, and staff and change management. They also felt a push to demonstrate numbers related to participants and activities, as opposed to quality programming. In some areas of the province, Host Programs are finding themselves in competition with each other for limited resources and profile.

The risk of “mission drift” is further heightened because little in the way of guidance or developmental models is available for new start-up agencies, or for new programming areas as Youth. In addition, a number of new Host Program providers are new to the settlement field. 
Many experienced staff felt there is a strong need for the network and its funders to revisit and clarify the unique role and contribution of the Host Program in the settlement process of newcomers in Ontario. Without this clarity it will be hard to implement effective growth or “sell” the program. Also, there is much potential for interagency conflict and “turf wars” between Host Programs and also with other settlement services. 

For experienced Host staff, rapid program expansion is creating a number of new challenges and dilemmas in their daily work. For example, many of them are having to take on new duties in addition to their existing workloads. This includes more responsibilities in the areas of program planning and staff management. They feel a push to be innovative in branching out into new areas. Many spoke about the new demands of training and mentoring the influx of new staff, many of whom come to Host without previous experience in the settlement sector. Not only is there a major influx of new staff for new and larger programs, the staff rollover in Host continues to be high. 
These new job responsibilities require time and effort. In many cases the respondents felt they simply didn’t have adequate experience and the skill set these added responsibilities require. It appears that a small core of experienced Host staff are currently being relied on to play a strong role in a massive network-wide change process. They are finding this stressful, and many are at risk of burning out.

A staff member at one of the older Host Programs spoke about their experience and success in mentoring the start-up of a new Host Program in their region. Others commented on the potential for developing more systematic approaches to mentoring — amongst agency staff, and also between agencies. Having access to training in mentoring would be appreciated. It was cautioned that such mentoring, especially across agencies, requires both time and resources to do effectively. It is important therefore that such extra work receives acknowledgement and be rewarded and compensated in some way. 

Finally, experienced staff appreciate the continuing work of the Host Coordination team to build a stronger network and interagency collaboration (and trust) by providing opportunities for staff to meet and to exchange knowledge, experiences and resources. The idea of regional mini-conferences was strongly endorsed as a way to further strengthen regional sub-networks. 
For experienced staff it will be important to also draw in expertise from outside the Host Network. They want new ideas, more advanced training and skill development, and encouragement and support for assuming their many new responsibilities. Focused training and knowledge sharing workshops should be built upon by: expanding the capacity and content of the Host Web site; facilitating interagency dialogue and exchange of good practice and resource materials; interagency visits; providing regular network wide newsletters and “information bites”. 

It was suggested that a positive next step would be to offer a workshop exclusively for the experienced staff in conjunction with the next provincial conference. This should be only “gently facilitated”. It should provide a space where these staff members can share what they are living and experiencing in the change process, provide support to each other, and share strategies for coping. 

2. Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment

The general sentiment among experienced staff was that there is a need to develop a clear evaluation framework and accessible tools that can better capture and communicate the unique value-added of the Host Program and the difference it makes in newcomers’ lives. Such a framework would both inform the improvement of the program and communicate its value to the wider public, to newcomers, and to the range of potential community partners. As one respondent stated: “We are stuck at the level of counting beans versus looking in any way at the real impact of the program”. Another commented: “We are doing only a very superficial job at this – catching numbers and asking very superficial questions”. 

Respondents would like training and assistance in how to improve upon their current approach to program monitoring and evaluation. This should be accompanied by the development of some simple-to-use tools, such as pre-match and post-match newcomer questionnaires, that could be used across the network. It was mentioned that there was a process undertaken about five years ago to do Host outcome mapping and develop more appropriate monitoring and evaluation methodologies. The work came to a standstill because it became too cumbersome to apply. This previous work should be referenced to inform the development of methods and tools that are efficient and effective.

It was pointed out that this work will require higher level discussions between Host staff, management and CIC as the core funder. The staff felt that they need to make visible the range of work they are doing, and there are limitations currently placed on that. There are, for example, limitations to reporting because of client eligibility issues: “…if we can’t include the numbers, we still need ways to show our contribution”. In addition, there are certain areas of activity that staff would like to report on but currently do not because they fear scrutiny for possibly going outside their mandate. 

There are a number of levels of complexity to be tackled in addressing learning needs and larger concerns in the area of program monitoring and evaluation. This will necessitate a longer-term, and multi-level process.
In the short term, experienced staff would appreciate some practical training. Training in “Evaluation 101” would be a helpful refresher for many and would provide a meeting point for discussion of approaches amongst Host staff across the network. The Host Coordination team could provide assistance by continuing to create more virtual and in-person opportunities for cross-agency communications, co-learning and resource-sharing. Options are: training and knowledge sharing workshops, focused on-line discussions (with set dates and times for exchanges), along with gathering and banking useful evaluation tools on the Web site. In the short term, one area of support would be for the Host Coordination team to assist in capturing success stories and the value added of the Host Program and sharing these with stakeholders, funders and the wider public. 

3. Developing Specialized Programming

With increased program funding now available, more and more Host Programs are branching into the development of specialized matching and new types of group activities in order to meet the particular needs of various groups of newcomer clients. Clearly the area of most significant development is Youth Host, largely because this is where a major portion of the new funding has been aimed. Programming in this area has expanded greatly in the past year. Some established programs have added new Youth staff and there are many Youth Host start-ups among agencies new to the Host Network. 

Respondents spoke to a number of challenges presented by this expansion. Firstly, youth require very different types of approaches and programming than traditional Host matches. Youth Host requires special incentives, different venues and meeting places, and new types of community partners. Almost all the new Youth Host Programs are being built “from scratch”, with little in the way of funder guidelines, program models or manuals to guide them. It is not evident how these new programs will be integrated within the traditional Host Program and activities and/or wider settlement services. This creates a potential for conflicts over “turf” and blurring of mandates.
Because of the recent growth of Youth Host, and because of the diverse learning needs in this area, it was strongly suggested that the Host Coordination team assume a facilitation role in developing a sub-network of Youth Program staff and provide opportunities for networking, knowledge sharing and skill development. Existing experience and expertise within the network needs to be tapped. Outreach to external expertise and resources from such youth-based agencies as Big Brothers Big Sisters was also highly recommended.
Beyond Youth Host, respondents spoke about their need for advanced training and support to better equip them for the current range of client needs. Particular areas of specialized programming where staff identified the need for professional development and support included: professional matches and mentoring, and programs for: women, refugees and other survivors of trauma, seniors and children living in poverty. 
Suggested areas for advanced training, knowledge and skill development include:

· Specific needs of these client groups and approaches to develop more “made to measure” programming and newcomer-volunteer matches

· Community outreach and engagement — strategies for engaging the business community and professionals

· Event planning
· Advanced intercultural skills
· Mentoring approaches

Staff want training for themselves in these areas, and they also would appreciate help in developing practical training for volunteers, for example templates for mini-workshops.
Recommendations 

This focussed needs assessment provides a better understanding of some of the particular learning needs of experienced Host staff in this time of rapid program change and growth and suggests how these needs might be addressed. It has also cast light on some larger issues and challenges of the Host Program and the Ontario Network. The staff who participated in the survey and interview process offered unique historical perspectives and valuable insights on these issues. Our recommendations address these macro-level observations in addition to priority learning and professional development needs of the experienced staff. 
Short to mid-term (next 1-2 years)
Organizational change and change management strategies and approaches

1) Training workshops/learning sessions in the dynamics of organizational change and management strategies
An introductory session was offered at the March 2008 Host Conference. Follow-up sessions should include a review of change process theory, human dynamics of change, and practical change management strategies and tools. It would be useful to integrate “on the ground” examples and case studies drawn from both inside and outside the network. It would seem relevant to offer these sessions to staff across the network e.g. as a core session at the next provincial conference or as regional mini-conferences. Consideration should also be given to having a keynote speaker on this topic at the next Ontario Host Conference.

2) Peer co-learning session for experienced staff only on managing the stress and challenges of organizational change 

The focus should be on sharing experiences, lessons learned and personal coping strategies and approaches. It may be most appropriate to offer this at the next Ontario Host Conference, perhaps as a pre-conference session. 

3) Training workshops in designing and implementing effective mentoring programs 

This area needs to be considered on a few levels and will require several processes. Firstly, offering training on the “how-to’s” of mentoring strategies both within agencies and across agencies would be relevant to experienced Host staff in particular. At another level, for both experienced staff and others in the network, how to develop and support mentoring between volunteers and newcomers (e.g. for specialized programs with professionals or youth) would likely be very useful. In addition to drawing upon mentoring experience and knowledge within the network, it would be important to bring in outside expertise at the training level. 

It is also recommended that the Host Coordination team find ways to more actively facilitate mentoring between experienced Host agencies and new start-up programs. For experienced staff this would offer the opportunity to build their skill in this area and validate the unique contribution they can make to the overall Host Network change process. For the wider Host Network this could be an important step towards building a truly collaborative community of practitioners and greatly assist new organizations. This would require some allocation of resources to travel expenses and compensation for staff time. 

Program Monitoring, Evaluation and Impact Assessment
4) Practical hands-on refresher workshop/learning sessions on “Host Evaluation and Monitoring 101, 102…” 
Invite external subject matter expertise and provide an opportunity for dialogue and exchange between Host Network staff, and programs and agencies with similar mandates or approaches on good practice methods and tools. This should be open to all staff within the Network and perhaps offered via regional workshops. 

This might act as the launching point to establish a working group to advance work and learning in this area. See further comments in following section.
5) Host Coordination team work with the Host Network and others to expand the on-line bank of useful evaluation tools and resources. Capture and make available compelling Host success stories that convey the unique value-added of the Host Program. 

Specialized Programming
6) Host Coordination team to facilitate the development of a Youth Host sub-network, building upon the initial session offered following the March 2008 Host Conference. 
This would entail a series of thematic co-learning workshops aimed at building a shared vision of Youth Host Programming, and developing and exchanging practical tools and strategies. While it will be important to draw upon the range of existing expertise within the Host Network, external experience and expertise should also be tapped.
7) Focused workshops/learning sessions on particular needs and best approaches to developing specialized Host Programming for women, refugees, seniors, children living in poverty and professionals. These could include input from guest presenters and subject matter experts.
General

All of the above areas of training and professional development need to be supported by strengthening the capacity of the Host Web site for virtual meetings and the exchange of knowledge and resources amongst all staff in the network. Staff need to be encouraged and supported in using the HostOntario.org site more regularly as a tool in their learning. For example, resources should be allocated so that “chat sites” focusing on each of the above mentioned areas could be developed and “lightly facilitated” by a designated staff person or a member of the Host Coordination team. This would encourage and complement the exchange and on-line banking of relevant tools and resources. Use of the Host Web site in this way requires a shift in thinking for many and so will take time.

Although not among the top three overall priority areas, a number of the experienced staff spoke about the need to develop their capacity to do community outreach, partnership building and media relations. Event planning was a specific skill development area that was mentioned. Events were seen by some as an important means to broaden outreach into their respective communities, engage new collaborators and heighten the profile of Host. Staff also emphasized the importance of building their capacity to manage, train and support volunteers. They would like opportunities for the exchange of tools and approaches for doing this effectively. 

Several staff emphasized that training needs to be practical, and increase their ability to transfer learning to volunteers. Volunteers should be included in more learning and training activities. In addition, adapting staff training to become shorter template models for volunteers would also be extremely useful, on the topic of mentoring particularly.
Longer term and more macro issues
While the focus of this survey was the Host Program, a larger theme emerged: the need to clarify the overall vision and mandate of settlement programs, and how they work with each other. How well does each piece of the settlement programming puzzle fit together? Is there a unifying vision? Are there common assumptions and approaches? 

Survey respondents indicated that there are areas of overlap, conflict and competition with other federal settlement programs, within agencies and between service provider agencies. Even within agencies, Host Programs sometimes find themselves in competition for volunteers, clients and agency resources. Host Programs from different agencies are sometimes in competition with each other in serving the same neighborhood. This leads to doubt that increased resources for settlement programs necessarily result in better service for newcomers.  

It may be time to examine the fundamental assumptions and approaches of Host and of all settlement programs, as an integrated set of initiatives.

Clarification of the overall vision will need to be a joint effort by all stakeholders: funders, NGOs, community partners, volunteers and most importantly, newcomers. 

Conclusion
The Host Program has its roots in a grassroots model of welcoming and supporting newcomers to Canada. The government funded settlement program was based on this model and its best practices. While there is a need to develop and explicitly state a clear vision for the continuing development of Host, experienced staff are confident in the basic principles of the program. They express considerable optimism about the significant new pool of resources, and are eager to gain new knowledge and skills.

Survey respondents expressed their appreciation for the work that had been undertaken over the relatively short life of the Ontario Host Coordination project, particularly towards fostering network strengthening and co-learning. They strongly encourage the continuation of this work, as well as the expansion of opportunities for a wider range of Host staff (and volunteers and clients) to participate in learning and professional development opportunities.

