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Ms. B

Ms. B’s tiny office was barricaded with 
filing cabinets and countless stacks of paper—
offering barely enough space for her to bustle 
about as students and teachers popped in to 
ask questions, give her forms to fill out, or use 
her computer. Ms. B exuded a warm, caring 
enthusiasm for her job, and for people. She 
had been teaching for 11 years. She loves her 
school, coworkers, and the continual opportu-
nities to learn and improve herself as a teacher. 
 

inner city
outreach Inner City Outreach (ICO) exists to empower at-risk inner city residents to have 

more meaningful and fulfilling lives. ICO’s main objectives include providing relief 
from poverty; the advancement of education; the advancement of lifestyle; and the 
advancement of inner city communities. ICO currently offers programming for chil-
dren, youth and adults primarily in the Jane and Finch community.
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home 
away from home

 Mi casa es su casa. This wonderful Span-
ish adage is used by many hospitable home-
owners to make their guests feel welcomed. 
How should a phrase like this translate to the 
inner-city where fear and paranoia of one’s 
neighbours can propel people to shun rather 
than welcome their neighbours? It may be 
quite a shock and surprise to many that the 
richest communities are formed amongst the 
materially poor.

Welcome to the Gosford house. Aptly nick-
named after the townhouse complex which it 
resides, the Gosford house is home to a cycle 
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Luzayo Nyirongo may be everything but 
typical—and not entirely “new” to the neigh-
bourhood either. Although this is his first year 
on staff at Inner City Outreach (ICO), he has 
been connected with the after-school programs 
since 2009 when he first started volunteering 
at the Oakdale Homework Program. Born in 
Malawi and mainly raised in three countries 
(Switzerland, Great Britain and China), he has 
had an exceptionally diverse childhood experi-
ence. He is part of a growing generation 

new kid 
on the block
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Growing up in Jamaica, she had 

dreams of becoming either a  

secretary or a radio announcer. 

Now she teaches in Canada, 

working with Caribbean students 

in the inner-city.
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ICO Brookview site facilitator speaks about his first year on the job

new kid on the block

Top & middle Vershi and Kofi mentor-
ing on Tuesdays at the Brookview After-
school Homework Program. 

bottom Jeremy attempting to steal the 
ball from his opponent during the Basket-
ball League on Thursday nights.

Below Nyirongo with a Haitian boy during 
a summer missions trip in July 2011.

of “third culture kids” (children who have 
adopted multiple cultures different from 
their native land) who are exposed to various 
systems of learning. The son of a diplomat, he 
would agree that his family’s strong emphasis 
on education has influenced him to some 
degree. He eventually chose Canada to ac-
complish his undergraduate at York University 
in Toronto after hearing about its health care, 
education, multiculturalism from his Cana-
dian relatives. Nyirongo shares some thoughts 
about his experiences living and working in 
Jane and Finch. 

Q: What were your first thoughts when 
you started helping out? 
When I started at the homework program, 
I felt comfortable right away. There were 
students from a variety of nationalities that 
resonated with my experiences.  My first 
thought was that the students had the op-
portunity to learn from one another and their 
diverse backgrounds.  It was reflected in the 
way they interacted with one another and the 
connectedness they shared despite the racial 
and ethnic differences.  From an immediate 
glance, things seemed normal, but gradually, 
as I began to build relationships with the 
students and observe a lot more, I started to 
notice certain issues that were beginning to 
surface. The effects of the social constructs 
that these students were surrounded by be-
came more apparent. Whether it was related 
to education, their families or their immedi-
ate environment, I noticed that there was a 
need within the community as a whole and 
it motivated me to want to reach out to these 
students even more. 
 
Q: Please share some challenges and 
successes in your current role as the 
Brookview site facilitator. 
My experience has been amazing. It has al-
lowed me to build relationships with dozens of 
students, parents, and develop a connection 
at the school. Getting more familiar with the 
influential people surrounding these students  
allows me to understand them a lot more 

and be a greater impact in their lives. With 
that increased relatability, it has allowed me 
to look past the stereotypes that are associ-
ated with certain neighbourhoods, specifically 
the community I am involved in and see the 
true colour of the environment these students 
come from, which is often not portrayed by 
the media.

 The challenge, I would say, has been in 
penetrating through what I would consider 
to be the most difficult component of the 
students’ lives, and that would be their social 
lives. This comes with efforts in things such 
as mentoring and being a role model to these 
students, which will influence the students if 
done persistently and with genuine concern 
and love for them. Not to say that it has 
not been effective, because I feel that as an 
organization, ICO places a strong emphasis 
on this and we have been able to impact quite 
a number of students. But for all the students 
as a whole, some might be a little more chal-
lenging to reach out to.  I have hope though, 
because we are sowing seeds into these stu-
dents as we continue to pour into them and 
ultimately it will be reflected in their lives.
 
Q: Give your top 3 advice for others who 
want to mentor within the inner city.
My advice for anyone that would like to get 
involved within the inner city is firstly to prac-
tice patience. When working with communi-
ties, you are sowing into them for the long-
term. Patience is required because you might 
not see the fruit of your labour immediately, 
but in time it will begin to show. Secondly, 
in relation to patience is persistence.  To ef-
fectively impact someone’s life requires you 
to continuously be there for that person and 
not become weary. You cannot mold a person 
overnight; it takes time to become an impact 
in their lives and for them to gain your trust 
and credibility.  As you begin to show yourself 
consistently, people will notice how genuine 
you are and begin to open up. Lastly, probably 
the most important piece of advice is for you 
to be yourself. When working within the inner 
city you’re dealing with people. For you to be 
effective in dealing with people, they need to 
see that you are sincere and genuine. The only 
way you can do this is by being yourself.  As 
people, despite the background and the envi-
ronments we come from, we can still relate in 
some shape or form. Your individuality and ex-
periences will translate into the relationships 
you build with these students tremendously.
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Q: tell me about your class.
I’m teaching LEAP, which is a program to 
help [mostly immigrant students] develop their 
skills, especially when it comes to their lan-
guage. Most of them come knowing English. 
A lot of them come speaking broken English—
like back in Jamaica we have what we call our 
patois, right? And that’s what we speak with 
our friends, but that’s not what we learn in 
school. We have to learn to write English in 
school. But most of these kids come and they 
can’t speak English. 
 
Q: What is a good teacher?
(Laughter) A good teacher? For me, it is a 
teacher who sees the student for who he or she 
is, who looks beyond whatever the idiosyn-
crasies may be, whatever the kids may come 
with—wrong attitude and all of that. But 
they look beyond that to see the student as an 
individual and as somebody who they can help 
or are willing to work with. I think under-
standing children makes you a good teacher: 
understanding their needs, circumstances, 
moods, the way they learn. [One should] get 
away from the one-size-fits-all where teaching 
is concerned.

Top-left The walls in the living room are 
adorned with photos of friends connected with 
the Gosford house and the community at-large.
top-right Nearly all furniture in the house 
has been donated or found. 
bottom Planters sitting along the kitchen 
windowsill.

A good teacher builds a relationship. When 
you’re able to build a relationship with a child, 
it doesn’t matter what the situation is about, 
or what are the circumstances in the child’s 
life. You build that relationship, and you’ll be 
surprised to know that you get to know that 
child so well. And there are certain approaches 
that you’ll take with that child. There are days 
when you’ll come down hard on the child and 
you’ll say, ‘You are not doing your work; you 
need to really sit down and do what you need 
to do.’ There are other days when you just 
draw back and just leave the child and just 
allow them… for example, if he’s there and 
he’s being disrupting the class…you make eye 
contact and see that things are not really going 
well today, and so instead of trying to apply the 
pressure for them to do anything, you sort of 
back off and just let them take their time. 
 
Q: does parent support make a difference?
Sometimes we say, “Oh, the parents won’t 
come out.” When some parents don’t come, 
it [may be] because they felt that the teacher 
was talking down to them. For me, that’s a 
no-no. One time a parent came to a scheduled 
meeting and immediately the teacher starts 

started talking down to her, as if she’s not 
intelligent enough to understand. After this 
she said, “It doesn’t matter what’s involved.” 
She refused to go back. As a school, we have 
to ask: How welcoming are we to parents? Do 
we let them feel like we want them to be here, 
or do we let them feel like—“oh, you know, it 
doesn’t matter”? Children really do better in 
school when parents are involved. To me, you 
must have an open door. When I meet a par-
ent, I see them as an adult to an adult. They 
might not be this or that but that’s not the 
point. They’re the parent and you’re teaching 
their child. Until some of us let go of our, ‘I am 
the educated one and you’re just the parent’ 
attitude, and get to understand that the parent 
is an adult just like you, then perhaps they will 
be more willing to come out. The more flexible 
you are to accommodate parents, the more you 
receive from them.

I have a problem with the parents who make 
no effort at all to come. I question then, how 
much do they want for their children. But, I 
think the majority of parents have their chil-
dren’s interests at heart. 

of vivacious tenants that have a history of 
living, working and serving Inner City Out-
reach. First renters were Jessie Knight and 
Asha Ratteray who sought affordable housing 
while finishing courses at York University in 
2007. Then came John, Judy, Rachel, Stepha-
nie, two Sarahs (now both married and moved 
on), Tracy, and Naomi—all of which added 
their own flair and persona to the house. The 
current residents consist of Goya (Nigerian), 
Amy (Canadian), Fran (German) and Audrey 
(Signaporean)—all Canadian citizens—who 
bring with them their own ecclectic tastes and 
personalities.

The location serves as a hub for social 
activities: leadership/prayer meetings, Bible 
studies, after-church lunches, occasional 
sleepovers, student movie nights, baking par-
ties, weekend missions trips, summer intern-
ships and even a fundraiser.

Since 2010, the entire house has been 
renovated for under $700. This could only 
have been possible through found furniture, 
generous friends and neighbours, and miracu-
lous service favours from the property owners. 

Above all, each tenant adheres to a creed: 
“We will share our true feelings (authenticity), 
encourage each other (mutuality), support 
each other (sympathy), forgive each other 
(mercy), speak the truth in love (honesty), 
admit our weaknesses (humility), respect 
our differences (courtesy), and make group a 
priority (frequency).” 
- Group Covenant from The Purpose-Driven Life

Hopefully, this home will continue to serve 
as a model for those who desire to move into 
the inner-city.
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Women’s Christian Temperance Union, 
Families for Christ Ministries of Canada, 
Bank of Montreal, private donors

Olu Jegede
Executive Director

4545 Jane Street
North York, ON M3N 2K7

416 661 6770
info@innercityoutreach.ca

We are a registered Canadian 
non-profit organization: 

892547902 RR 0001

inner city
outreach

Inner City Outreach was born out of the desire 
to fuel Toronto’s Jane and Finch youth with a 

positive identity for their neighbourhood.

We are always looking for committed 
academic mentors and athletic volun-
teers. If you’re a resident in the area or 
a York University student who would 
like to get involved, don’t hesitate to 
contact us!

Whether big or small, we gratefully 
steward any amount that has been given 
to us. We also appreciate creative gifts 
such as sports equipment, snacks and 
school supplies.

Want to help OUT?

Want to DONATE?

sponsors:

Contact:

inner city outreach

get involved!

HISTORY: Inner City Outreach (ICO) was birthed from Christian Centre 
Church (CCC) as a community-based organization to reach peoples of all 
faiths and transform inner-city communities, beginning with Jane-Finch, 
Toronto. It has operated several community-based programs over the years 
including after-school programs, youth rallies, and outdoor carnivals to 
name a few. To increase its impact, ICO was created to meet the needs of its 
community through practical programming.

Homework Program—This program provides academic 
support for students in grades 4-8 to get their homework done. 
Special emphasis is placed on improving Math and Literacy Skills. 
We currently operate from Brookview Middle School (Tuesday to 
Thursday), Oakdale Park Middle School (Tuesday to Thursday) 
and the Africentric Alternative School (Monday to Wednesday).

youth lunch
There was a small youth Christmas lunch 
planned for teenagers in the community. A 
short word was preached in the fireside room 
of Christian Centre Church before they were 
given a daily devotional gift.

Young adults banquet
On December 18, 2011 the young adults at 
Christian Centre Church planned their an-
nual Christmas banquet benefiting Inner City 
Outreach. Thank you to everyone who helped 
make the dinner a marvelous success.

Left to right: Goya, Anna, Toyosi, Jhannell, 
Paige, Vershy

mentor party
Some of the volunteers gathered together to 
meet other mentors from different sites and 
programs. Overall, a satisfying night of fun 
games and good food.

Top row (l to r): Amy, Amira, Sheeky, Toyosi, 
Vershy, Markus, Moussier, Luzayo | Bottom 
row (l to r): Toby, Toyosi, Nahari, Iryna

after-school drop-in—Held once per week, this program 
offers students in grades 6-8 with a safe place to congregate after 
school. Students are provided with the opportunity to socialize, 
participate in recreational activities, be mentored by caring adults 
and receive valuable life skills training.

Mentoring—This program involves an empathetic adults from 
the community meeting on a one-on-one basis with a youth. Men-
tors act as a friend and role model to these youth.

Basketball league—Opportunity for youth to learn and play 
the sport of basketball while being mentored. We currently operate 
from Brookview Middle School on Thursday evenings.


