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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Critical Digital Fluency in the Community Work Sector: Identifying Gaps and Addressing Needs is a 
qualitative research report that interrogates the extent to which Web 2.0 (interactive and social media 
tools) are being used in the Community Work Sector in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA) to advance, 
facilitate, and support non-profit and community services work. Simultaneously, the project 
examines students’ digital capabilities and training; listening carefully to their recommendations. 
This evidence-based research is based on semi-structured, one-on-one interviews with 21 agency 
representatives across eleven community work sector organizations. One hundred and four students 
offered input through a focus group and two online surveys. An additional mapping of twenty non-
profit job postings requiring digital skills was conducted.  
 
The study revealed the following findings across several themes:  
 
Critical digital fluency is a must – Through the course of this research project it has become clear 
that just as digital technology is constantly advancing and transforming, so too digital skills need to 
provide both a solid footing in some key, core skills and also teach a level of adaptability and 
innovative responsiveness to rapid changes and platform development. Given recent developments 
concerning the abuse and misuse of social media, it is vital to embrace a holistic approach to 
curriculum development in which students gain a critical digital fluency enabling them to engage in 
critical analysis as they adapt and respond to the latest technological developments.  
 
Learners feel unprepared – The research indicates that students recognize the importance of social 
media and other digitally-based skills. They also recognize that they are not receiving the training 
that they need.  
 
Insufficient curriculum focus - Students and agency representatives both point to the gap in 
curriculum in developing critical digital fluency skills that ultimately would help students be job-
ready in the 21st century and help agencies meet currently under-resourced needs. Overwhelmingly 
both participant groups recognized the importance of core program curriculum in critical digital 
fluency.  
 
Agencies use social media - Certain assumptions surround non-profits and their use of social media 
and digital technologies.  The findings in this research demonstrate that agencies use social media for 
much more than creating an ‘online profile on facebook.’ Either through intentional integration or 

 
I think the expectation is that you have a web presence. 

The expectation is that anything that matters in the world,  
I can get to it through my phone.  

Gone are the days of posters on bulletin boards.  
People don't even walk around looking up anymore.  

People walk around looking on their phone.  
People communicate through their phone  

even more maybe than word of mouth. 
-Agency Participant 
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the organic process of responding to clients’ needs, agencies are using these tools not just for back-
end work (public profile, fundraising, networking) but for front-end frontline work. This is an area 
that needs much more intentional thought.  
 
Agencies need support - Agency precarity has only increased in recent years, amplifying funding 
shortfalls and increasing employee workloads. Research findings demonstrate that this situation 
manifests itself in several ways when it comes to constraining agency digital fluency. Social media 
work is often hidden or tacked on to existing work rendering it ‘hidden labour’, there is a lack of 
funds (core funding) geared to agencies for training, tools, and consistency and a general lack of 
organizational policies to help workers put parameters on their work, ensure agency consistency 
across platforms and help guide ethical considerations when working with vulnerable populations. 
Together, these unique considerations for increasing digital fluency in the non-profit sector need to 
be visibilized and addressed. 
 
Institutional Support - While originally not part of the research design, a clear role for institutional 
(GBC) support for community partners became evident through the data analysis. Agencies need 
support and the CW Program is well-placed to not only ensure students gain the skills they need but 
also to create partnerships with the non-profit sector and offer professional development 
opportunities to ensure current agency staff are well-equipped to respond to the technological era.  
 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS  
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are organized across four main areas: 1) 
overall approaches, 2) student preparedness, 3) strengthening agency capacity and 4) institutional 
support 
 
Recommendations regarding overall approaches to digital curriculum development 
 

1. Engage in critical digital pedagogy 
Considering the recent emerging concerns around digital transformation, any curriculum 
development needs to adopt a critical lens that purposefully unearths and undertakes an 
in-depth power analysis.  

 
2. Ensure digital fluency 

Supported by participant and student feedback, educators point to the need to go beyond 
digital literacy – being able to use digital tools and social media platforms - to a digital 
fluency. Digital fluency will enable those entering the 21st Century workforce to adapt 
and change with evolving technology changes, discern and curate large volumes of 
information and engage in confident decision-making and critical analysis in addition to 
wielding some specific digital skills.  

 
Recommendations regarding learner preparedness 
 

3. Dispel myths around social media usage. 
Assumptions that CW students are ‘young people who know how to use social media 
platforms’ need to be vigorously challenged in order to ensure a robust and responsive 
curriculum. Firstly, learners in the program and across the College are widely diverse, 
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with the majority of the CW student body falling in the mature student category. 
Secondly as the data analysis demonstrates, there are clear distinctions and differences in 
the skills necessary for personal versus professional social media usage. The two should 
not be conflated.  
  

4. Develop core curriculum in critical digital fluency 
Respondents overwhelming recognized the importance of curriculum development in this 
area. The best way to ensure that all students are digitally fluent is by creating core 
curriculum – such as a core course – in the subject matter. Given the rapid pace and 
embedded nature of the digital era, it is a disservice to students to make such curriculum 
optional or voluntary or non-existent. At this stage in the game, as the report 
demonstrates, everyone needs some level of professional capacity in digital technologies 
and social media platforms.  
 

5. Strengthen digital community work 
Through the research findings, it became clear that considerable work – both formal and 
informal – was happening online. Moreover, this was not only the ‘back-end’ work of 
promotions, networking and fundraising, but interestingly ‘front-end’ work with members 
and clients. Given the nature of working with vulnerable and marginalized populations, 
taking and adapting CW skills to the digital realm requires careful ethical consideration. 
A lot can be learned from agencies that are already doing this kind of online work. It can 
be assumed that the need for online community worker skills will only increase. 
  

6. Move beyond gizmos, gadgets and games 
In order to ensure that students are learning skills that they can take into the workplace 
upon graduation – such as those described in detail in Section 3.2, educators need to make 
a distinction between workplace digital skills and educational digital tools that primarily 
serve to facilitate curriculum delivery such as, learning management systems 
(blackboard), online resources, or video games. While some educational tools may build 
student’s workplace skills, others may have limited applicability. 
   

7. Train-the-trainer 
The study’s findings indicate it would be beneficial to adopt a ‘train-the-trainer’ model 
when developing curriculum. This would enable graduating students (or – given the 
timing – placement students) the opportunity to not only enter the workforce well-
equipped but to also share the skills they have learned with their co-workers.   

 
Recommendations regarding strengthening agency capacity  
 

8. Visibilize hidden labour 
Social media and digital tools are clearly embedded into the professional use of all 
participating agencies in one form or another.  At the same time, many workplaces have 
been slow to visibilize and recognize social media work as work, and it has therefore been 
largely invisibilized and often conducted without the necessary organizational support.  
There is an urgent need to visibilize and value this largely hidden labour. This formal 
recognition will likely lead to better and more intentional use of social media and digital 
technology across the agency and instill value in staff labour.  
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9. Develop organizational policies 
Only three agencies had organizational social media use policies, yet all agencies relied 
on social media to one extent or another. The development of these policies is key. It 
would help visibilize the work, provide staff and placement students with parameters for 
their online sensitive work with members/clients and ensure consistent messaging 
(branding and agency profile) at all times regardless of who is doing the work, how they 
are doing it and across which platforms. Staff would feel more confident and be better 
equipped and work could be more readily incorporated into job duties. 
 

10. Invest in digital skills capacity-building 
Agencies live with financial precarity. It is imperative that funding agencies and 
government bodies recognize the importance of dedicating resources to core, 
infrastructure funding that builds digital skill capacity across the non-profit sector. This 
funding for training, equipment and specialized staff can ensure that the non-profit sector 
does not lag behind in digital transformation. 

  
Recommendations regarding GBC institutional support 
 

11. Support assumed skill development 
There are a number of basic digital skills that teachers, field supervisors, and employers 
assume students already have or can quickly pick up.  For some students this is not the 
case, they struggle both in the classroom and in the field. A series of digital 101 
workshops or badges could be created as stepping stones to support students in basic 
digital-based learning and training through Student Success or the Career Centre. These 
could be offered in the summer to help students prepare to enter fall full-time programs. 
 

12. Visibilize Labour through App Development 
Digital technology is embedded into our lives. Because social media is both a personal 
activity and paid work, it is easy to lose track of how much time online is spent working. 
The development of an App or Widget that makes it easy to track the time spent working 
online, can help demonstrate time and visibilize the labour workers are dedicating to this 
work.  In an increasingly precarious gig economy where individuals need to track their 
time, this can become more important. GBC is well placed to work with non-profit and 
industry partners to develop an App/Widget to help track this work and thereby visibilize 
it.  
 

13. Create spaces 
GBC has the infrastructure, connections and staff to consider offering informal exchanges 
and skills-building conferences as a way to strengthen partnerships and increase agency 
partners’ skills and capacity.    
 

14. Support professional development 
Through the data analysis it appears that existing staff at agencies could also benefit from 
more formal training. A post-graduate certificate could be developed in partnership with 
community agencies, ensuring robust and timely curriculum that enhances agency digital 
capacity and provides tools for maintaining digital currency through quick adaptation and 
change.  
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DEFINITITION OF TERMS 
 

Agencies and/or Organizations: In this report, both are acknowledged as non-profits and may be 
used interchangeably. 
 
AOP: Anti-Oppressive Practice 
 
Community Work Sector, Non-Profit Sector: For the purposes of this report, these terms are used 
interchangeably.  
 
CW & CWP: Community Worker (CW) and Community Worker Program (CWP) 
 
DT: Digital Technology 
 
Food Justice: Food Security means people have access to food at all times. Food Sovereignty goes 
further demanding people have the right to control their own food system and land tied to it. Food 
Justice seeks to restructure the food system in order to dismantle systemic oppression 
(@FoodShareTO). 
 
GBC: George Brown College  
 
OCSWSSW:  Ontario College of Social Workers and Social Service Workers 
 
Participants, Clients, Members: Interchangeable references for the people who participate in the 
programs, and/or make use of the services offered by non-profit agencies and organizations.  
 
PAC: Program Advisory Committee 
 
SM and SMs: Interchangeable terms: Social Media (SM) and Social Media sites (SMs).  Refers to 
platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, YouTube etc.  
  
Web 2.0: Refers to web-based user-generated and created content on social media platforms.  
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INTRODUCTION (SECTION ONE)  
 
1.1 Objectives: Why this research?  
Digital technologies and social media have become embedded in our society in very little time. Our 
online presence — both individual and organizational — is an extension of our identity, and 
educators carry a responsibility to help students develop appropriate skills in relation to digital 
technology that respond to sector-specific needs. In the Spring of 2016, the Community Worker 
Program Advisory Committee, made up of non-profit sector representatives, highlighted the 
importance of curriculum development on social media and in digital analytic skills noting that 
“students should … know… how to effectively produce content in social media,” as agencies in the 
field are working to “learn how to integrate it [social media skills] into operations without reducing a 
commitment to human focused services” (PAC, Spring 2016). This is the starting point for this 
research study that ultimately, based on findings, recommends development of sector-responsive 
curriculum.   
 
Recent research recognizes that incorporating digital technologies training into educational practices 
dramatically enhances students’ workplace preparedness. In universities across Canada, the 
emergence of a digital humanities field combining traditional humanities with technical skill-
building testifies to the sea change underway in Canada’s postsecondary institutions (Maclean’s 
Magazine, Nov. 2, 2016). While some areas of study such as marketing, advertising and health 
sciences have made strides towards incorporating digital pedagogy into their curriculum, others are 
just coming on board. Importantly, just as in these sectors, digital transformation in community work 
is unique and demands its own research, nuances and pedagogical approach. 
  
This community-based research project seeks to address these demands. It focusses on digital 
transformation in the non-profit or community work sector, specifically in small to medium agencies 
and organizations that are geographically-based (such as community hubs), respond to social issues 
(such as food justice organizations or settlement agencies), are connected to identity (such as 
women’s organization) or social advocacy (social and/or political change organizations). Guided by 
partner agencies’ perspectives and students’ experiences, this project interrogates the extent to which 
Web 2.0 and other digital technology tools are used by these agencies and organizations. It 
investigates sector needs, obstacles, and accomplishments; highlights some of the digital skills 
necessary to enhance students’ employability; and advocates for an overall critical digital 
pedagogical approach to curriculum development in order to ensure that students are graduating with 
critical digital fluency (Sparrow, 2018) as they enter the workforce.  
 
1.2 Theoretical Framework 
This project adopts a social justice framework which recognizes power differentials in two ways: in 
the practice of research, particularly as it concerns research participants and in the overall analysis of 
the subject matter – in this case digital and social media usage in the non-profit sector. The analysis 
of power and the overall study objectives are rooted in the “enhancement of social justice, 
furtherance of human rights and respect for cultural norms” (Mertons, 2010, p.470) which, while not 
necessarily always visible in the analysis, are nonetheless continually present within the report and 
played a critical role in the formulation of key findings and recommendations. 
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1.3 The CW Program   
For over forty years, the GBC Community Worker Program has been training students to work with 
a diverse range of individuals and communities across an array of social issues. The Community 
Worker Program is rooted in an anti-oppressive approach, respect for human rights, a commitment to 
working with diverse communities, and a strong belief in social justice. Students graduate with a 
variety of skills, including community organizing, activism and advocacy, group facilitation, 
individual and group counselling, anti-oppressive and cross-cultural practice, proposal writing and 
project design, and critical analysis. In addition, CW graduates are eligible to apply for additional 
designation as a registered social service worker (RSSW). The Community Worker Program partners 
with over 300 non-profit field agencies and organizations.  
 
1.4 Context 
We are, without a doubt, in a new era in which the impacts of digital technologies and social media 
platforms are so widespread and embedded in our society that it can readily be seen as a global 
digital transformation. As the table below indicates, by 2016 over 32 million Canadians were internet 
users and online services reached over 81% of the population (Statista). By 2018, it was estimated 
that 86% of Canadians had broadband internet connection at home and 90% of Canadians were 
internet users (CIRA). 
 

Figure 1: Number of internet users in Canada from 2000 to 2016 in millions (Statista, 2019) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Everywhere around us, technology is changing our lives in significant ways. Over a relatively short 
period of time, technology has become implicated in everything from our workplaces, to our 
interpersonal relationships and our personal lives. The Internet of Things or the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution is expanding this digitization to everyday objects from toasters to Siris, connecting 
devices together through automation and wireless sensor networks (Wired, 2018). These changes are 
happening so rapidly that it can be challenging just to keep up, never mind remain cognizant of the 
evolution.  
 
Social media, it can be argued, created one of the biggest fundamental shifts away from controlled 
mass media wherein people went from being passive recipients of information to Web 2.0 user-
generated content platforms. Jenkins (2009) identified this as a new era of participatory cultures. 
This includes unique dynamics identified by Kahne (2014) as “fewer gatekeepers, recognizing the 
power of social networks, enabling individual choices, accessible digital tools for production and the 
possibilities of anonymity or surveillance.” 
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 Figure 2: Canadian Social Media Usage Across SMs (Gruzd et al., 2018) 

 
 
The Social Media Lab reports that, of all the 
Canadians online, 94% have at least one social 
media account. Facebook, YouTube and 
Twitter place amongst the top four, 
demonstrating the pervasive nature of SMs in 
contemporary society (2017).  
 
While this is a fairly significant cultural shift, it 
also has broad implications on community 
agencies and their work. Web 2.0 user-
generated content and participation is now 
expected and has propelled non-profit 
organizations to examine how they do things, 
from fundraising, to branding, to member 
engagement, to exploring how elements of 
frontline work translate to online delivery. 
  
 
Figure 3: What Canadians do online (CIRA, 2018) 
 

The Canadian Internet Registration Authority (CIRA) 
reports that 61% of Canadians engage on social 
media when they are online. A key and perhaps 
obvious tenet of community work is to meet people 
where they are when it is appropriate and sound to do 
so. These statistics compel organizations to do just 
that by incorporating social media platforms into non-
profit agency work.   
 
Researchers have identified some broad-based skills 
relevant to the participatory Web 2.0 culture. These 
include critical approaches to performativity, 
judgement, content, multitasking, networking and 
online community building among others (Jenkins, 
2009). As Harvard Business Review points out, 
“…people are beginning to realize that to effectively 
tackle today’s biggest social and technological 
challenges, we need to think critically about their 

human context…” (Olejarz, July-August 2017). Combining the two, research findings articulate 
skills ladders that move from general overall approaches (embodied through the concept of digital 
fluency) to more specialized skill-sets pertaining to certain programs and platforms.  
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In Fall 2019, George Brown College (GBC) responded to the new digital era with the launch of 
Vision 2030 that includes a strong focus on preparing students for workplaces defined by major 
technological shifts. Dean Lori Cranson has identified digital transformation as one of the foci areas 
for the Division of Community Services and Early Childhood and Health Sciences. A Spring 2019 
divisional conference, Digital Education for a Digital World, created an opportunity for faculty and 
staff to come together and share various practices and tools used in the classroom. 
 
Many for-profit businesses and entities have smoothly incorporated digital technology and Web 2.0 
into their professional usage. Some skills and approaches used in the for-profit realm are transferable 
to the non-profit context, however, since the resources, needs, and goals of non-profits are often very 
different, responding to the digital needs of the community work sector demands that sector-specific 
approaches are identified wherever applicable and appropriate. In addition, as the non-profit sector is 
far from monolithic, agencies and organizations have diverse needs which require further unique 
responses both on and offline. Wherever possible, this study attempts to acknowledge and address 
this diversity. The specific focus on community work provides an opportunity to take a closer look 
through a specific lens to hopefully guide the eventual development of sector-specific pedagogical 
approaches (beyond individual faculty initiatives) that ensure that students are graduating with key 
digital employability skills and critical digital fluency.  
 
It is important to recognize that, while social media and digital technology tools are evolving and 
advancing, critiques are being raised on privacy, surveillance, and overall embodiment of the digital 
in contemporary society. These debates may take on new meaning within the context of online 
community work that includes sensitive materials and interactions with vulnerable populations.  
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RESEARCH DESIGN & METHODS (SECTION TWO) 
 
2.1 Methodological Approach  
 
This social justice qualitative research project employs a mixed-methods approach (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011) leading to a more robust analysis. Connected to social justice methodologies is an 
intentional focus on visibilizing power inequities while making positive contributions to social 
change. An intentional practice of social justice methodology used in this report is “the generous use 
of participant quotes...” (Lyons, Bike, Ojeda, Johnson, Rosales & Flores, 2013, p.18). This allows for 
participants to speak for themselves in their own voices.  
 
Following in the tradition of community-based research, which ultimately seeks to empower and 
support the work of non -profit organizations and community groups, stakeholders from distinct 
partner agencies (PARC and CultureLink) were consulted on the need for this study, helped frame 
the parameters and offered feedback on the recommendations.  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with agency representatives across the community work 
sector. A combination of open ended and Likert-scale questions helped gauge participants’ 
perceptions of technology and actual social media usage in professional practice. Students’ voices 
contributed to the study through one focus group and two online surveys conducted with two 
separate cohorts of CW students. Through the course of the study, occasional online searches for 
non-profit jobs requiring some form of online and/or SM skills were conducted and mapped. 

2.2 Ethics 
 
Since the project involves interviewing human participants, GBC Research Ethics Board (REB) 
approval was obtained. REB approval (File # 6004394) adds to the overall rigour of the study. 
 
2.3 Data Collection Methods 
 
 A. Agencies 
A representative sampling of community work agencies were invited to participate in the research 
via email invitations. The sampling was purposive. All agencies had some sort of connection to the 
CW Program with most being field partners or open to hosting placement students. In total, 21 
participants representing 21 different agencies agreed to be interviewed. Interviews were semi-
structured, contained both open-ended and Likert scale questions, and were conducted either face-to-
face or on the telephone. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. A technical malfunction led 
to the partial loss of one interview recording (Environmental Action). This accounts for some 
unanswered survey questions.  
 
Participants were recruited from community work agencies invested in a wide array of social issues 
and populations. In all, 12 distinct organizational focusses were identified: food justice, 
newcomer/settlement, community hubs/centres, mental health, political/advocacy, LGBTQ2S+, 
environmental action, student activism, youth, women, anti-poverty/multi-service, and seniors.  This 
variety enabled researchers to interpret data based on a broad, all-encompassing understanding of 
community work.  
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Figure 4: Research Participants by Community Work Sector 

 
Though several agencies could have been placed into more than one category, for the purposes of 
this study participant agencies were categorized based on the primary work of the agency.   
 
           B. Students 
Eighty percent of GBC students come from immigrant families and seventy percent are non-white 
(McGrath, 2019). Community Worker Students come from a broad range of backgrounds and 
demographics. Compared to other George Brown programs, CW students are largely mature 
students. Between 2016-2018, approximately 40.6% of CW students were over the age of 31 
compared to a GBC overall average of 15.7%, with an additional 14.5% of CW students between the 
ages of 28-31 compared to an overall GBC total of 13% (GBC, 2019). Taken together, over 55% of 
CW students are age 28 or older (GBC, 2019). Anecdotally, the student body also tends to be very 
diverse, coming from all walks of life, cultural and educational backgrounds.  
 
In Spring 2017, graduating students were recruited to participate in a focus group (see Appendix E). 
The focus group was held after final grade submissions to help alleviate any real or perceived power 
dynamics that might have caused students discomfort or dissuaded them from speaking openly and 
honestly. In total twelve students responded to the invitation and participated in the focus group.  
 
In addition, two online surveys were created that students were invited to fill-out. The first was 
conducted in Spring 2017 and was open to graduating students after final grade submissions. There 
was some overlap between focus group participants and those who completed the 2017 online 
survey. As the survey went live after the focus group, it allowed focus group participants to reflect 
further on their input. Thirty-one students in total participated in the first online survey. In the Fall of 
2017, another online student survey targeting second-year students (which also included questions 
about a recent hybrid learning experience) was opened. Sixty-one students participated in the survey 
or close to 50% of the second-year Fall 2017 student body.  
 
 C. Job Mapping 
In an ad hoc fashion, twenty community work job postings containing some social media or digital 
technology component were collected and analyzed. This provided a validity cross-check reference 
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to the qualitative data gathered, giving further insight into what types of online sub-skills and overall 
knowledge agencies were looking for in prospective employees. 
 
2.4 Data Analysis 
 
Social media sites are a “central feature of contemporary social life…” (Frisoli, 2011, p. 25) 
including non-profit work. This research analyzes community work that is “unique to the digital 
realm” (Vissers and Stolle, 2014, pp. 949-950) pinpointing the level of engagement, skill capacity 
and critical literacy of workers and potential workers (students) in order to gain a sense of the “who, 
what, where, when and how much” (Tierney, 2013, p.113) of social media usage and engagement. 
Analysis was approached through grounded theory, starting with the data and working from the 
bottom-up rather than first developing a theory and then testing against it. In this way, “the crucial 
phase of coding leads directly to developing theoretical categories” (Chamaz, 1996, p.37). Two 
researchers working together provided necessary checks and balances and further increased the 
qualitative reliability and viability of the data analysis. 
  
Agency representatives were asked at total of 20 questions, 13 were open-ended and 7 used a Likert 
scale from 1-10. In order to determine trends, each Likert scale question’s data was grouped into 
three categories in two ways. The majority fell into Poor (1-4), Fair (5-7) and Good (8-10) 
categorization, while one question lent itself to Low (1-4), Moderate (5-7) and High (8-10) 
categorization. Analysis of student data focused on both acquired and desired skills, which was 
pulled from both focus group and online survey sources. Job descriptions were analyzed also pulling 
skill requirement data.  
 
Data analysis was conducted both manually and using NVivo software. Agency interviews, student 
surveys, the student focus group, and job descriptions were all inputted into NVivo. Data analysis 
was conducted primarily through the software program, but there was also some manual coding. 
Using grounded theory approaches, codes were used to identify patterns, including: similarity (in 
identification and situation), trends (in work and context), differences (roots of), frequencies (coding 
references at rate of happening) and causation (something is the result of another action or inaction) 
(Saldana, 2015). Coding helped identify community work sector trends, assess current skill-levels, 
and identify gaps. After initial coding, codes were organized into 13 categories that helped identify 
the themes and their sub-sections which are in Section 3 (Key Findings) as follows: Agency 
Perspectives, Skills Identification and Development, Community Work Practice, Teaching Critical 
Digital Pedagogy and Institutional Support. 
 
2.5 Limitations 
 
This study’s major limitation results from the rapid evolution of technology and social media that 
makes concrete recommendations on specific technical skills development challenging. It is clear 
that social media remains a central part of Canadians’ lives – both personal and professional – and 
several studies reaffirm the popularity of Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram (CIRA, 2018; 
Social Media Lab 2018) However, these social media mainstays undergo constant change and other 
platforms, like Snapchat or Vine, go through meteoric rises and spectacular falls. This points to the 
need for community workers to develop digital adaptability skills (see Section 3.4) that will enable 
them to adjust as technology and platforms shift.  
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KEY FINDINGS (SECTION THREE)  
 
The challenges and obstacles facing agencies as they engage in digital transformation came to light 
through the analysis, illuminating the need to focus both on agency responsiveness and student 
preparedness in approaching pedagogical practice and curriculum development.  
 

Some agency representatives expressed the view that digital 
and Web 2.0 work is something that young people have 
natural abilities to do as digital natives born into the era, while 
personally feeling out of their depth. Assumptions such as 
these seem to have led some agencies to adopt a more ad hoc 
approach to using social media that is dependent on the 
intermittent work of volunteers or placement students.  
 
Overall, the majority of responses indicated a level of 
awareness that there is a need for a more consistent 
organizational approach. But, as shown below, despite the 
will to move forward, there are a number of obstacles that can 
hinder this work.  
  

Other agency participants made assumptions about how their client base might interact with social 
media and technology. One felt a lack of English among their service users rendered social media 
ineffective, while another felt that low income or unhoused clients were unlikely to have the 
necessary access to technology. However, these stereotypes and assumptions were counterbalanced 
by agency participants who reported using multi-lingual social media accounts and digital outreach 
programs designed to reach low income or unhoused populations. Persistent assumptions in some of 
the agency responses may be seen as consequences of the way in which digital work is mostly 
unrecognized, hidden, or ad hoc. 
 
As seen below, many agencies were very inconsistent in incorporating this work. As one participant 
stated: 

There has been some staff or volunteers, like a board member or people like that, that might 
take it on. There’s ebbs and flows. Somebody might jump into it for a couple of months, and 
then it’ll be like, ‘Oh, I don’t have time for this’, or they get bored or whatever… 

 
While common, this situation was not universal. Some agencies found ways to thoroughly integrate 
digital work by implementing measures such as written policies, best practices, and staff training. 
Section 3.1 further illuminates some of the obstacles facing agencies as they seek to establish online 
work.    
 
Section 3.2 takes a closer look at the virtual tools and platforms agencies use and the subset of skills 
required for this digital work. Specific skills identified in job postings, agency interviews, and by 
students were categorized into broader themes that speak to both specific tools and more general 
skills adaptable to a wide variety of current and probable future technological tools. For example, 
general writing and storytelling skills were highlighted as core necessary skills: 
 

 
It's just the world we live in. 
Everyone has a computer in 

their back pocket, right?  
And you access everything 

by way of the internet. If you 
don't have an online 

presence, you are forgotten 
about or you're not 

discovered in the first place. 
-Agency Participant 
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It’s less about the particular platforms and programs, and more about understanding the 
idea of crafting a message, of writing in a way that’s engaging to other people, and 
messaging skills…frankly, I would say way are more important… are better storytelling 
skills. Kind of old-fashioned skills. 

 
This combination of general and specific skills lends itself to the concept of digital fluency, an idea 
that goes beyond digital literacy, “…digital literacy is an understanding of how to use the tools; 
digital fluency is the ability to create something new with those tools” (Sparrow, 2018, p.3). Critical 
digital fluency refers to the ability to think critically not just about what you are doing, but also 
which tools you are using and to be in control of your end product. The ebbs and flows in Section 3.2 
demonstrate the need for a critical digital fluency.   
  
Section 3.3 looks at how community work sector-specific skills translate to online practice. In 
addition to generalized digital fluency discussed in Section 3.2, the research illuminated a number of 
sector-specific skills such as AOP, conflict management, and group leadership that participants cited 
as either established or suggested for online practice. Both the identified section on skill 
development and the section on community work practice reinforce the need for a critical digital 
pedagogical approach in order to best equip students for the 21st century. 
 
Ultimately, both agency representatives and student participants overwhelmingly agreed that social 
media training would enhance employability skills in the community work sector, and most extended 
this to a variety of digital technology tools.  As the figures below indicate, 19 out of 21 agency 
participants believed that training in Social Media would increase students’ overall employability. 
Just one participant was undecided, while another’s response was lost due to a corrupted audio file. 
The student survey participants also largely believed that SM training would enhance their 
employability potential.  
 

Figure 5: Increasing Employability Potential 
 

 
 

 
Key findings are organized as follows: Agency Perspectives (Section 3.1), Skills Identification & 
Development (Section 3.2), Community Work Practice (Section 3.3), Teaching Critical Digital 
Pedagogy (Section 3.4) and Institutional Support (Section 3.5). 
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3.1 Agency Perspectives: From the inside out  
 

A. Importance of Social Media and Digital Tools in the Context of Community Work  

 
Whether agency representatives were fond of social media or not, or even skeptical, there was a 
universal understanding of the important work that the tools are enabling or have the potential to 
enable. This recognition came from all sectors no matter the populations people worked with.  
  
For example, those working with seniors: 

This is the vehicle that people use to find you. It’s a vehicle where people learn about your 
services. Everyone does that – they go online - and we deal with seniors. 

 
And those working with youth:  

But youth are largely finding us through Google. They’re searching us and they're either 
finding our website or they're finding our social media presence. It’s both word of mouth and 
people being resourceful and searching us out online. 

 
Or Newcomers: 

This is the technology age; everything is going digital, and so many things are being done 
online. Looking at the settlement services where we are helping with form filling, 
applications for different services or for different resources from the government, all these 
things are done online. 

 
And Low-income: 

It's interesting to think about what people will prioritize. You often find that people in low 
income sectors prioritize having a phone -  it's basically a mini-computer.  I mean you could 
use the Wi-Fi anywhere, you don't need a plan; you can go anywhere and access Wi-Fi these 
days. More and more that is a phenomenon. That wasn't the phenomenon we saw five years 
ago, but it is now, and it's growing. 
 

Even if the population being served were not active social media users, agency representatives 
pointed out that those around them would still often rely on accessing services online:  
 

Not having an online presence does a disservice to your organization  
and the work that you're doing, right?  

Because you're isolating yourself  
and the community then doesn't know that you're available.  

We had an incident recently where a young person came to us  
who lives around the corner.  

His parents had been looking for a children's mental health agency 
 to service him for the last two years and didn't know we were here. 

-Agency Participant 
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…the direct population you work with might not be active users but the community that 
surrounds them do rely on it. So, even though you’re working with seniors and that’s your 
agency mission or mandate, you still need to have social media and digital technology.   

 
Agency respondents highlighted how these tools are broadly applicable and can yield immense 
benefit in serving agency members/clients in addition to facilitating ongoing outreach, networking 
and fundraising efforts. As one participant noted: 
 

I think it’s important because it's being able to link with your market, or your mission, it 
aligns with being able to communicate effectively. Social media makes that easy to be able to 
constantly do that without costing you tons of money. It's affordable to be able to share your 
content and make that connection, and you manage to be relevant. It allows you to be able to 
not work with the mainstream. Not only are you reaching your audience but you can also 
reach media, so that allows you to be able to navigate activities, events, you can share a lot 
of things: photos, events, and regular updates. 
 

At the same time, non-profits face significant barriers to fully integrating digital and social media 
tools into their work that include lack of formalization of digital work and a gap in digitally explicit 
ethical and policy guidelines.  
 

B. Neoliberal Context and Constraints 
 
Current labour market trends tend towards greater precarity. Work is increasingly temporary, on a 
contract-to-contract basis, gig-based, and part-time. While non-profit agencies can save money 
through current measures like reduced full-time positions, vanishing worker benefits, and 
outsourcing, they are also often the very organizations responding to growing societal needs 
associated with the consequences of precarious work. For example, the gig-economy negatively 
affects long-term rentals, contributing to housing crises in Canada’s urban centres (Globe and Mail, 
June 20, 2019), while the UN has connected rising inequality to higher rates of mental illnesses (UN, 
July 2019), all of which result in increased demands on non-profits to respond to these social issues. 
This precarity not only impacts the people and communities who need agency support but can also 
impact the infrastructural or core work non-profits engage in. (Baines, Cunningham, Campey and 
Shields, 2014).  
 
Non-profit agencies must contend with these 
increasing demands while relying mostly on 
outside funding sources like governments, grants, 
and fundraising. In a neoliberal reality of 
increased austerity, this reliance on external 
funding means non-profits experience their own 
precarity, a reality sometimes reflected in their 
service delivery and programming. As a general 
rule, it is far easier to find project funding 
(temporary) than core funding (ongoing 
administrative support). Consequently, even non-
profits willing to develop social media skills and 
incorporate digital technology more fully into 

 
When the funding for that ran out, 

we weren't able to re-hire 
for that position.  

We didn't have the money  
for that. 

 So, in order to keep 
communications going we decided 

to spread out communications 
amongst many people 

-Agency Participant 
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agency work are faced with an increased workload on one hand and a lack of reliable and sustainable 
funding on the other.  
 
While several agency participants reported that their organizations were able to receive grants that 
helped produce educational videos and/or hire staff, others described how funding for projects was 
either not available or unobtainable in a competitive application process. For these latter agencies, 
this often resulted in more less-organized impromptu approaches to using social media.  
 
Despite these financial constraints, the accessible and free nature of social media platforms enabled 
agencies to create online identities and carry out some work. As one agency participant noted: 
  

And so sometimes having these free tools, like Twitter and Facebook, are a way to stay 
current. And despite the limitations of your resources and organization's capacity to keep 
your website slick and shiny and user-friendly (that can be a challenge), using these free 
tools where the youth are already can be a great advantage. 

 
Student focus group participants also highlighted how social media’s accessibility enables work to 
move forward despite financial constraints:  
 

For us community workers and the work we do, you know resources… and trying to get 
money to do things, digital media, especially social media is such an easily accessible 
resource that doesn’t require a lot of money to use. 
 

While the non-profit sector is actively engaging in social media as an extension of their work, there 
are financial constraints that both limit the extent and quality of this work and also the capacity to do 
this work. Combined with hard-to-secure core funding and current labour market trends, this can 
create a constant precarity all of which may lead to online social media work being invisible labour.     
 
 

Figure 6: Agency Participants Presence on Social Media 
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C. It’s Work: Invisible and identified 
 
The sub-trend emerging from the data implies that this work itself is invisibilized, informal, ad hoc 
and yet expected. In addition to increased workloads, social media can also create unrealistic 

expectations on response times and availability.  
Dean (2003) has identified this hidden labour as 
communicative capitalism which, as such, has the 
potential to be exploitative (pp.98-104). Further, 
studies on the Occupy movement have demonstrated 
that a large amount of resources were dedicated to 
online activities, which were mostly invisible and 
primarily conducted by women (Boler, Harris, 
Macdonald and Nitsou, 2014) reproducing gender 
inequity found in broader society. In many instances of 
agency work, digital work was being tasked without 
being officially integrated into job roles, rendering it 
officially invisible and unacknowledged. 
 
While there were some organizations that have 
institutionalized and visibilized this work with 
dedicated staff and resources, for many this work 
remains invisible. Workers often take on the 
responsibility or it is assumed that people will take it 

on or expected and sometimes it is assigned to volunteers or students without any real structural 
support, recognition or identification of parameters or boundaries. This can sometimes result in a 
sporadic, informal and inconsistent web presence. While lack of funding and general labour market 
trends contribute to this situation, a lack of structure can also be a contributing factor. 
 .   

D. Policies & Ethical Considerations 
 

Through open-ended interviewing, the issue of organizational policies on social media use and best 
practices emerged in about half of the interviews. While approximately half of participants made no 
mention of any policies, another eight confirmed that their agency had no existing policies. The 
established mostly ad hoc approach to SM usage, suggests a need for organizational policies to guide 
professional SMs use.    
 

Figure 7: Number of Agencies with Existing Social Media Policies 

The urgency is evident  
in the front-line workers,  

you can see it.  
They're like, I have to respond. 
You're in a meeting and they're 

answering their texts and  
I'm like, you need to put your 

phone away! 
 It's okay to not be accessible for 

the next hour.  
You know? …It's that instant 

response and culture of instant 
response that I think nobody 

predicted was going to be a thing. 
-Agency Participant 
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Policies could make this work more visible and institutionalized. Moreover, policies in themselves 
might also provide best practices on issues such as professional boundaries between personal and 
professional social media use and how to navigate this mostly uncharted territory.  They could help 
workers understand how their personal or organizational online history can follow them beyond the 
delete function. Additionally, organizational policies could help alleviate employee uncertainty on 
where to draw personal/professional lines, set parameters in online support work, and alleviate 
possible over-policing of staff usage of SM. Agency policies could also help articulate best practices 
for social media that could be shared with all employees, volunteers, and placement students.  
 

Some representatives defined the SM practice 
in their organizations as being decentralized – 
meaning that anybody could hop on or off 
accounts, including volunteers, students and 
for some, program participants. Additionally, a 
decentralized approach included different 
programs within the agency running their own 
SM accounts with the freedom to post content 
immediately and make choices about the SM 
presence. Other agencies had a more 
centralized approach – wherein one person 
was responsible for posting and all material 
would go to this person or there were more 
explicit guidelines speaking to the what, how, 
when and why of posting.  

 
Clearly, both decentralized and centralized approaches have their merits and limitations. In either 
case, by creating organizational policy or articulating best practices staff gain clarity and confidence 
in the online work that they are doing. Policies can also help to develop a clear and consistent agency 
online image or public persona.  
 
Apart from organizing and providing structure, formal policies can help provide ethical frameworks 
on the pressing issues of online privacy and surveillance. Though the interviews in this research were 
conducted before these issues became so prevalent in mainstream news, concerns around them were 
top of mind for agency participants. This is unsurprising given community workers predominantly 
work with marginalized and vulnerable populations and/or sensitive issues. 
 
The Ontario College of Social Workers and Social Service Workers (OCSWSSW) has developed 
several Practice Notes (Van Sickle, n.d., Betteridge 2012, Betteridge 2011) on social media and 
technological uses to complement the “Code of Ethics and Standards of Practice” which governs 
individual social service and community workers. While OCSWSSW does not govern agencies per 
se, it does offer recommendations and encouragement to agencies to develop their own social media 
and ‘communication technology’ policies, touching on several areas of work including: websites, 
online professional profiles, online counselling, text messaging, and documentation (Van Sickle, 
n.d., Betteridge, 2012). 
 
 
 

 
How vulnerable do you want  

to be on social media?  
Do you want to speak in first person  

on social media?  
That's going to be a lot more powerful,  

but it's also very vulnerable!  
Because you're also there as a worker,  

you're like  
‘Do I owe my identity to the job?’  

And that's a hard thing 
-Agency Participant 
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3.2 Beyond Gadgets & Games: Mapping Skills - New & Imagined 
 
Through the data analysis, it became clear that workplace demands included both social media 
expertise and the broad and flexible skillsets associated with critical digital fluency. The ability to 
adapt to shifting technologies was repeatedly highlighted in the data. As one participant noted: 
 

We don’t know what’s going to be the next MySpace, which everyone’s on and then, ten years 
later, it’s a joke. Or something like Facebook, which continues but the demographics are 
shifting. How can we have support workers who have a comfort in embracing the unfamiliar? 
 

Job descriptions echoed this sentiment highlighting the importance of workers identifying and 
experimenting with new digital tools and keeping pace with evolving trends and innovations in 
digital communications. Students surveyed felt “the more hats you can wear the better” and 
identified being adaptive as a skill all students should have. Agency participants expressed concern 
with wedding pedagogy or practice too closely to platforms that will inevitably become obsolete, 
expressing a need for curriculum in skills that are transferable, generalizable, in the hands of workers 
and with the acumen to successfully navigate change. The skills highlighted in the data were grouped 
into broader categories that spoke to the diverse needs within the community work sector. These 
broad skill sets are connected to the ideas of adaptability and creativity that are integral to digital 
fluency. In the end, nine such skill categories were identified.  
 
A. Writing for the Web 
Writing skills were mentioned frequently by students, agency participants, and within job postings. 
Many participants pointed out that writing for the web presents distinct challenges and therefore 
demands distinct writing skills. Beyond the challenge of the 280-character Tweet, participants 
highlighted the need for people who could craft compelling stories for social media, blogs and 
websites while maintaining a consistent agency voice (brand) aligned to values.      
 
B. Multimedia Skills 
 

If you don’t have training … in design, your social media can look pretty crappy, confusing 
and drive people away. 
        -Agency Participant 
 

In a digital reality awash with images, audio, video and interactive applications, simple text is often 
not enough to draw attention to an agency’s profile or activity and poor use of multimedia can 
actively discourage viewership. There was broad interest in specific audio, video, and photography 
skills (all for social media and internet usage) alongside the ability to use multimedia platforms like 
YouTube and Instagram and some rudimentary website design skills, making these multimedia 
elements part of a cohesive agency narrative and message. Some also expressed interest in coding 
skills and app development. It should be noted that apps have been created and used by community 
agencies, such as the Legalswipe Foundation app that helps users know their rights when 
encountering the police (Toronto Star, 2015).  
  
C. Content Curation Skills 
The importance of being able to discern what content is appropriate and effective for posting on 
digital and social media was either explicitly highlighted or obviously implicated in all three data 
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sets. Finding engaging and relevant content that stays true to an organization’s unique voice, brand, 
ethics and values, is as complex as it is clearly necessary for social media usage.  
 
Reposting, retweeting, boosting, or linking to content generated by third parties can help agencies 
build partnerships, leverage external resources, and engage in critical cultural commentary. Sifting 
through the enormous amount of available data can be incredibly difficult and agency 
representatives, students and job listings all highlighted the importance of being able to find, 
contextualize and post/repost relevant news, articles, or social media posts efficiently. This requires 
considerable research abilities, clear understanding of an agency’s message, astute critical analysis, 
and an apprehension of the possible benefits and risks of connecting the agency to a given artifact.  
Curating content created by the agency itself was also pointed out to be valuable. Curating for the 
online setting requires not only selecting suitable content from an agency’s archive, but also 
presenting it effectively. Curating skills, therefore, often link closely with skills in multimedia and 
design.  
 
One agency participant also noted the value of social media as “an archive, this place to store the 
history.” What is posted on social media instantly becomes part of an agency’s digital footprint; a 
chronological, searchable and public record of its online presence. This archive can allow agencies to 
look for trends over time, and can also be used to demonstrate an agency’s accomplishments and 
contributions to prospective funders or members.   
 
D. Social Media Management Skills 
 

Thinking about strategy and integration, that’s important. Understanding how these tools are 
different and how they’re similar and how they can reinforce one another and be part of a 
larger strategy. 
       -Agency Participant   
 

Participants were interested in skills for managing each of the available digital tools to maximize 
their effects. Using different platforms to host different types of information and directing people 
between them was identified as the key to leveraging platform’s respective strengths. It was also 
either explicitly stated or strongly implied in all three data sets that when an agency chooses to post a 
given piece of content can be a huge determinant in its overall impact. Some agencies were 
interested in real-time posting, reposting and responding – ether at events or as news emerges, while 
others used social media management programs like Hootsuite, Tweet Deck and Thunderclap to 
schedule released postings. Some used a combination of these approaches. 
 
E. Audience Building and Engagement Skills 
Several agency representatives spoke about how social and digital media had become extremely 
important pieces of their public outreach initiatives. Many relied on social media and digital 
technology to build public awareness about upcoming events or ongoing campaigns and retain 
connections with members and supporters. Skill development in digital outreach best practices 
tailored to specific demographics and more broad public engagement skills alongside knowing how 
to build audiences through, for example, hashtagging skills were also mentioned. Job descriptions 
indicated an interest in search engine marketing (SEM), including search engine optimization (SEO).   
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Agencies and students cited the use of live social media tools as a way to give agencies’ online 
presence a sense of immediacy. Applications that helped agencies contact and engage with 
community members directly — such as messaging bots, email applications like Mailchimp, and 
survey tools like Survey Monkey — were also flagged as important.   
 
Some were looking for more specific expertise in certain software programs like client relationship 
management (CRM) software such as Engaging Networks, NationBuilder, and Razor’s Edge. These 
specifics point to the need for students to be comfortable in the digital realm with enough fluency in 
order to learn and master specific software programs as needed in the workplace. 
 
F. Online Analytic Skills 
Proficiency in Google Analytics was a frequently mentioned skillset, and Facebook and Twitter 
analytics also came up repeatedly. Knowledge on specific demographics can help many community 
work agencies enhance their outreach and networking potential. User-friendly analytics tools can 
facilitate this work. 
 .   
G. Moderating, Facilitating and Training 
Agency representatives and job listings both tagged monitoring and facilitation skills in relation to 
forums, discussion boards, and social media platforms. All data sets bore references to the necessity 
of addressing inappropriate contributions from community members, promoting healthy discussion, 
and maintaining a safe space in an online context.  
 
Training or sharing knowledge was also highlighted. This included developing online learning tools, 
delivering digital literacy lessons to members, and adopting a ‘train-the-trainer’ approach to skill 
sharing with co-workers, thereby increasing digital literacy across the organization. 
  
H. Digital and Social Media Fundraising Skills  
Fundraising is one of the most obvious uses of digital technology in the non-profit realm. The 
majority of agencies mentioned using social media or digital technology either to do fundraising 
directly or to support and advertise other fundraising initiatives. Knowledge of e-commerce payment 
software, fundraising platforms like GoFundMe and Indiegogo, donor management software like 
Virtuous, and Razor’s Edge were cited. By extension one can assume online resources like the 
fundraising databases such as GrantConnect for example, would also be an asset. 
  
I. Basic and Assumed Skills  
Proficiency in Microsoft Office, cloud applications such as Google Suite and Dropbox, and 
communications tools like Skype, were raised by some participants, while others appeared to assume 
these types of skills were foundational and already existed in students’ core skillset. Although 
mention of possible training in Microsoft Office elicited groans from students in the focus group who 
felt that sort of training would be too elementary, familiarity with these types of programs was 
expected by agencies. 
 
 
Below is a chart that lists the skills highlighted in the data. These skills have been grouped into the 
nine categories above. The columns to the right show the datasets where each respective skill was 
mentioned.   
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Figure 8: Skills Chart 
 
 

Major Practical 
Skill Categories 

Specific Skills Agency Students Job 
Listings      

Writing for the Web  
 

x x x  
Writing for different SM platforms (Twitter, 
Facebook)  

x x x 
 

Writing for websites and blogs x x x  
Digital storytelling x x x  
Consistent professional voice  x x 

 
 

Staying on brand x x 
 

 
Adjust for different audiences x x 

 

Multimedia skills 
 

x x x  
Photography and photo editing for different 
SM platforms 

x 
  

 
Video recording and editing x x x  
Audio recording and editing x x x  
Instagram  x x x  
YouTube  x 

  
 

Design (Adobe, Canva) x x x  
Website development/design x x x  
Coding  

 
x x  

App creation 
 

x 
 

Content Curation 
Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Discerning what to post  x x x  
Determining compatible third-party SM & 
web content to post/repost 

x x x 
 

Finding compatible news stories, articles, 
research to post/repost 

x x x 
 

Finding/posting internally-generated content 
suitable for online 

x x x 

SM Management 
Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Choosing appropriate platforms for specific 
content 

x  
  

 
Linking and leveraging multiple SM accounts x x 

 
 

Discerning when to post x x x  
Scheduling SM posts ahead of time x x x  
SM management software (Hootsuite, Tweet 
Deck, Thunderclap)  
 
 
  

x x x 
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Major Practical 
Skill Categories  

Specific Skills Agency Students  Job 
Listings 

     
Audience Building 
and Engagement 
Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Best practices in outreach x x x  
Hashtag management and use x x x  
SM advertising and marketing skills x x x 

      
Search engine marketing skills (SEM) and 
search engine optimization (SEO) 

  
x 

 
YouTube Live, Instagram Live, Facebook 
Live, or Live Tweeting 

x x 
 

 
Messaging bots 

  
x  

Newsletter applications (Mailchimp)  x  
  

 
Survey applications (Survey Monkey) x 

  
 

Customer relationship management (CRM) 
software (Engaging Networks, NationBuilder) 

  
x 

Analytic Skills 
 

x x x  
Google Analytics x x 

 
 

Specific analytic tools for Facebook, Twitter, 
Podcasts, Etcetera  

x x x 

Moderating, 
Facilitating, 
Teaching Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Moderating skills (Forums, SM Groups etc.)  x x x  
Develop and/or deliver learning & training to 
clients 

 
x x 

 
Train and skill-share with other staff x 

 
x      

Digital and SM 
Fundraising Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Use SM to support conventional fundraising  x x 

 
 

E-commerce payment software x 
 

x  
Fundraising software: GoFundMe, Indiegogo 

 
x x  

Donor management software (Virtuous)  
  

x  
Donor management software: Raiser's Edge  

 
x 

 

Basic and Assumed 
Skills 

 
x x x 

 
Microsoft Office 

 
x x  

Google Suite, Dropbox, and other Cloud 
applications 

x x 
 

 
Skype x 
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A Word on Soft Skills 
In addition to the demonstrated need to develop digital literacy skills, there is growing recognition 
that a number of soft skills will be critical in a digitally-transformed world. The Business Council of 
Canada identified soft skills as ‘in demand’ including: “collaboration and teamwork, communication 
skills, problem-solving skills and people and relationship-building skills” (Business Council of 
Canada, March 2016, p.4) Working from the Conference Board of Canada’s Employability Skills, 
Tony Bates identifies a number of skills necessary for what he calls a new knowledge society 
including: communication skills, the ability to learn independently, ethics and responsibility, 
teamwork and flexibility, critical thinking skills, digital skills and knowledge management (Bates, 
2015, p. 21-22). Interestingly these human-centred skills are foundational for most non-profit 
organizations and critical for any agency working with vulnerable populations. The next section 
reinforces this observation at the same time as exploring how certain aspects of community work 
practice can be translated online. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Student Perspective – Kelly Bouchard 

Soon after I graduated from George Brown’s Community Worker Program, I applied for a job with a 
conflict resolution program serving the graduate student body at a major Toronto university. If 
successful, I would be tasked with coordinating a team of student peer support workers helping the 
university’s grad students navigate interpersonal conflicts arising throughout their studies.  
 
I was one of only three candidates selected for an interview. I felt great through the first half hour or 
so while answering questions about my leadership and conflict resolution experience. Then I was 
handed an article on a popular movie and asked to come up with several conflict-resolution-focused 
tweets that related to the film and would direct traffic to the program’s website. I had no idea how to 
tackle the problem.  
 
As the interview progressed, it was clear that the interviewers expected the successful candidate to be 
very knowledgeable about social media writing and strategy. I didn’t get the job. 
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3.3 Going Digital: Community Work Theory & Practice 
 
Community work practice includes some basic tenets: building relationships, building trust and 
rapport, meeting people where they are at and working together in solidarity. Inherent in community 
work is an understanding of the central role power can 
play both in maintaining existing structural injustices 
— dominant power — and also in coming together to 
overcome that power through people power. Bases of 
power can include controlling information, money, 
laws, energy and natural resources, constituencies of 
people, goods and services, networking, occupation 
and history. As Parada, Barnoff, Homan and Moffat 
(2010) point out, one’s relationships to all of these 
elements depends upon one’s social location, which 
can impact how people experience power, inequity, and 
oppression based on race, class, gender and other social 
identity markers (p. 95).  
 
Anti-Oppressive Practice (AOP) stems from this 
understanding of how structural injustice works in our society. It acknowledges the ways in which 
socially-constructed oppressions can intersect and impact people in many aspects of their daily lives. 
Practicing AOP means understanding the links between individuals’ circumstances and social 
inequity in order to work for equitable social transformation (Baines, 2011, p.4). 

 
Lee (2011) identifies three positive and fundamental 
streams of community work: locality development, 
social action and pragmatic. All start with working 
with people rather than for them, favoring a bottom-up 
rather than a top-down approach. While these streams 
differ in their approaches, they all aim for community 
empowerment and social justice through redistributing 
power amongst community members or between 
communities and institutions with (p. 73). This model 
encourages community workers to play an active and 
participatory role in supporting and working with 
vulnerable and marginalized populations.  
 
A variety of specialized skills are necessary to carry 
out this kind of work, skills that go above and beyond 
those highlighted in Section 3.2. These include critical 
analysis, AOP, group facilitation and leadership, 

conflict mediation, advocacy and organizing, and community building and empowerment. Bringing 
community work into the digital age, and preparing community workers for this era, suggests that 
these specialized skills also need unique digital features.  
 

 
For queer and trans youth 

that face isolation or rejection 
from their families of origin, 

from their communities of 
origin; digital technology can 

be hugely beneficial for 
feeling a sense of connection 
and reducing that isolation. I 
think it is really important for 

community work. 
-Agency Participant 

And if it (going online) connected 
them to [an organization] 

…or to the concept of a community 
food centre, 

or to the concept of food justice, 
it can start to really open your 

mind to, well, what is this thing? 
Is this something that I should care 

about in my life and 
should I be considering these 

things…You know? It can really 
spread in terms of changing your 

values a little bit. 
-Agency Participant 
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A. How do CW skills translate online?  

 
Building relationships and rapport with the community and meeting people where they are at can 
take on a whole new meaning in the digital age. Social media can facilitate bringing people together 
around interests and commonalities like geographic location, 
ethnicity or culture identities, and political or social interests, to 
name a few examples. Agency participants noted several 
benefits of social media for public outreach and community 
building initiatives. At the same time, they noted the importance 
of being able to reach current or prospective program members 
by using social media and direct messaging (DMs) to 
communicate with them on both a collective and one-on-one 
level.  
 

I would say it's very helpful because it gets the word out there. Like, we're having this 
volunteer opportunity or we need help from the community. It's a great way to reach out to 
potential volunteers, potential donors, or even city council members, politicians, to let them 
know what's going on. I think it's a really great way to let the public know what you need, 
what kind of services you offer… 

 
Meeting people where they are at can also mean connecting with specific audiences by choosing SM 
platforms that cater to the people agencies are trying to reach.  For example, one agency participant 
mentioned using Grindr, an online dating app.:  
 

I think we started putting ads on Grindr to promote some of our programs and we found that 
it was a really useful way to recruit more people for some of our groups –ones that we 
thought would be geared to that type of demographic 

 
Several agency participants noted the importance of translating AOP to online realities, specifically 
connecting it with cyber-bullying. One participant asked for more work on this, noting: 
 

If there’s a way they (CW Program) could do a social media anti-oppression type of thing, 
because that platform is very tricky when it comes to oppression and bullying on social 
media. It’s very tricky 

 
The example of cyber-bullying highlights the importance of facilitation, moderation, and conflict 
mediation skills translating to online social media and chat room contexts. While the basic principles 
of face-to-face facilitation and conflict resolution can be applied to the online world, how they are 
applied and used in the non-profit setting in which staff are representing the organization 
professionally in all interactions and all times can be unique. Unfortunately, dealing with aggressive 

Who gets to come in our 
physical doors is one thing, 
Social media is about how 

we build a community 
outside of those limited 

hours, outside of 
limited…space. 

-Agency Participant 

Because we’re so community-based as an organization,  
we do tend to find one-on-one engagement is more effective,  

but there is a community organizing element to social media that’s really powerful 
depending on the scale of what you’re trying to organize. 

-Agency Participant 
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people, negative commentary, and trolls emerged in both agency interviews and the student focus 
group. They emphasized needing the skills to be able to respond effectively, remain objective, and 
represent the agency professionally, even in difficult interactions. In these circumstances, it is quite 
possible to envision new and unique CW digital skills that could complement face-to-face training. 
 

Where social media becomes another site of conflict and disagreements that escalate or 
backlash to even successful programming… How to define limits and boundaries, and 
understand what are the organization's policies around, like, moderating hate or 
discrimination coming through social media. And how to manoeuvre that and how to identify 
it, because some people just think that's the new norm and they just have to take it. 
[Exploring] all the nuances of conflict in social media would be important. 

 
In addition to moderation, SMs provide countless opportunities for people to come together in 
community and work for social change.  Building community, engagement, collaborating, building 
partnerships and challenging dominant power structures are facilitated through online tools that help 
to strengthen or build relationships and trust. 
 
Advocacy and activism are other important areas of community work where social media has been 
instrumental in raising awareness, 
advancing social issues and facilitating 
actions. Agency participants engaged in this 
type of work noted how the instantaneous 
nature of SM sites helps deliver news as it 
occurs and enables people to mobilize 
quickly.  Social media has also been crucial 
for building solidarity and joining people 
together in struggle across geographic 
borders and diverse cultures. 
 
Social media is highly participatory by 
nature, although lurkers and wallflowers do exist. This participatory nature can encourage 
community members and service users to participate more fully in agency work. As one agency 
participant noted, having clients post about what they are excited about or what is happening in a 
particular program, can help build their own engagement, involvement, and commitment to that 
program. Responding to such posts and engaging in online conversations can help build community.  
 
Social media and online applications present new opportunities relating to inclusiveness and, in 
particular, accessibility. The largely text-based world of social media can present difficulties to 
people with trouble seeing, or who have literacy issues, which increased font sizes and visual-based 
materials can help alleviate. Knowing how to convert different kinds of files into accessible ones is 
an important skill. Accessibility is a key component of AOP and learning how to make 
accommodations in a digital context helps translate inclusivity into the digital era.  
 
 
  
 
 

I think we've seen the ways in which 
digital technology can be used to 

support social movements, to 
democratize communications, that we're 
not just getting our media top down, but 

we're sharing media, we're exposing 
truth and building community across 

geographic areas. 
-Agency Participant 
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B. Direct Member (Client) Support  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GBC community workers receive dual-designation as community workers and registered social 
service workers. In their commitment to social justice through an empowerment approach, an 
important component of community work includes offering support and services to program 
members or clients.  Some of this work — such as client outreach, referrals, emergency response and 
counselling — are transferable to an online context. Thinking through confidentiality best practices 
in an online environment are top priorities for direct member support work. Although a number of 
participant agencies were doing some of this online, it appears to be improvised and not yet fully 
embraced. As an agency participant notes, SMs create new ways to encourage member participation:  
 

Making sure that there are visuals online of your spaces even, because…a lot… of 
[participants] have… a lot of anxiety to come into new spaces, access services without 
knowing what they're going to get when they get there and what to expect? So being able to 
show as much of who you are as an agency and what your spaces look like…so that people 
can know what to anticipate in order to decide on whether you're [the] right fit or not. 
 

Another agency participant noted:  
 

...A lot of people are not extroverted. They’re not quick with the words, or they’re not quick 
with explaining themselves, or even communicating with other people verbally or physically 
in front of them. So social media gives it that unique touch where you could engage 
somebody, communicate with them without actually having to do it per se.   

 
Peer support such as peer texting and participant involvement and agency engagement can also 
happen across social media platforms but it does bring with it expectations of rapid response: 

 
I've been in this field for over 15 years and before, I used to have a bigger window of time 
with a [participant]. It'd be like this [participant] is showing signs that they want to move in 
this direction, we probably have the next couple days...Now, if you don't respond right away 
it's like you've lost them. And it's, like, in the span of like half an hour or something!  
 

Since SMs platforms enable interactions that are not connected to a location, agencies can stay 
connected even with transient clients. They also enable peers participating in agency programs to 
connect outside of program time, helping to translate connections and support to other contexts.  

I think it’s the importance of understanding  
social media can be used as a program asset tool,  

not just a back-end communication/awareness/branding/fundraising 
tool. 

 It's used like that now, but it's not at all used  
for the front facing, service delivery,  

improve the quality, improve the efficacy of our programs with our 
members. That we haven’t even touched on.  

And that could start to be a really valuable area. 
-Agency Participant 



 
 

 
Jeremic & Bouchard. September 2019. Critical Digital Fluency for the Community Work Sector: 
Identifying Gaps & Addressing Needs 

37 

3.4 From Critical Digital Pedagogy to Ensuring Critical Digital Fluency 
  
Critical pedagogy unmasks society’s inherent inequities and encourages more participatory and 
equitable learning environments. Rooted in Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed, critical pedagogy is 
an educational model of empowerment and solidarity. Freire values all knowledges and sees 
education as a praxis between theory and action (lived experience) as opposed to what he calls the 
banking model in which education is ‘deposited’ by so-called experts at the front of the class (Freire, 
1971).  Kirylo, McLaren, Smith and Thirumurthy (2010) challenge teachers to engage in more of a 
dialogic education that respects multiple perspectives and encourages “reciprocal dialogue”, the goal 
ultimately being for teacher and student to become co-producers of knowledge” (p. 334). Students 
become learners. Critical pedagogy aligns with community work values as both are rooted in anti-
oppressive practice, respect for human rights and social justice.    
 
Web 2.0’s user-generated content and participatory nature lends itself well to a more participatory 
model. Critical digital pedagogy builds on the tradition of critical pedagogy and strives to respond to 
digital technology in the best possible ways (Rorabaugh, 2012) and can be seen as “pedagogy 2.0 
(which) implies an active, social learning” (Careless, 2015, p.52).  The focus of critical digital 
pedagogy is to empower digital users and use technologies through a social justice lens. Moving 
even further critical digital fluency would not only enable users with critical analysis and digital 
skills but also increase their ability to respond and adapt to technological changes as they arise.  
  
Critical analysis combined with digital and social media skills understood as critical digital fluency is 
an increasingly robust pedagogical approach. In a world in which personal online data is mined, 
collected, and then used in conjunction with SM platforms to spread ‘fake news’, manipulate 
electorates, and track and stop lawful protests, the importance of critical digital fluency has become 
paramount. As one student participant stated:  
 

Cyber security and fact checking, because we now live in an alternative post fact, post truth 
age, knowing how to check sources and how to verify sources but also make sure your own 
website is secure, that your online presence is secure and that you know how to be safe online 
because hacking and various other things do occur now….It’s important to know how to keep 
yourself personally and also your agency or your job secure. 

 
Key critical thinking and analytical skills take on new meaning in an online environment. The ability 
to discern and verify and select online information remains a cornerstone for a critical digital 
fluency. As one agency participant note:  
 

They have to have an open mind. Another part of what comes of social media is a flood of 
information, and what I see happening quite often with that is too much information will shut 
people down – can shut people down, and they go to a defensive place. 

 
A critical approach to online teaching implicitly aligns with community work as it is rooted in anti-
oppressive practice, respect for human rights and social justice. So, while skill development - both 
soft skills like judgement and hard skills like live-tweeting - a community meeting are key 
components of equipping learners for digital transformations, just as important is development of 
good critical digital media fluency as foundational to student curriculum.  
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There is great potential for graduating CW students trained in critical digital fluency to be the 
ambassadors as early career professionals. As they enter the workforce, they can adopt a train the 
trainers’ model – offering support and capacity building to existing agency staff.  

Curriculum Possibilities: A Domain of One’s Own 
 

University of Mary Washington (UMW) created a project entitled Domain of One’s Own (DoOO) 
that gives all incoming students a domain name and hosted web server for the duration of their time 
at the University plus 6 months. Upon graduation, students have the option to continue the service, 
paying a nominal fee, or they can transfer their website to another host or let it lapse. 
 
The project provides student’s the opportunity to learn about the technical skills connected to 
creating and maintaining a website and gives them the opportunity to create their own self-controlled 
professional and public profiles. In addition to students using the website as their public CV 
throughout their time at UMW, different courses can tap into the website for a variety of assignments.  
For example, history students may create historic timelines that they post onto their websites. Other 
students might have assignments — such as advocacy campaigns that would include a video element 
or developing a campaign page — all of which would reside on their own websites.   
 
Material can stay or go as students’ wish and the website is theirs to use as best suits their needs 
beyond the assignment posting.  
 
Domain of One’s Own is an excellent example of providing students with some tangible tools (and 
support) to engage in hands-on learning that will ultimately develop their digital fluency and also 
provide fertile ground for discussing bigger analytical questions such as privacy, surveillance, digital 
citizenship, and more. 
 
For more information: http://umwdtlt.com/a-brief-history-of-domain-of-ones-own-part-1/  

Curriculum Possibilities: Transferable Skills: The HVAC Example 
 

In response to a post on iGBC about teaching digital workplace skills, a GBC HVAC teacher 
offered: 

 Absolutely! My teaching partner and I wanted our HVAC students in a Portfolio course (since you 
mentioned air conditioning) to use the power of social media. We taught them how to use LinkedIn 
and they created their profiles and uploaded their portfolios online - not just their work and education 
experience, but also videos/photos of their work and explanations of what they accomplished. We 
discussed this with our PAC industry members who loved the idea of seeing students performing the 
tasks. They realize that not everyone performs well in interviews, so when they can "see" work being 
done, they appreciate it. One employer said he hired a student on the spot after the student showed a 
video of his work.  

Retrieved August 11, 2019 from: https://georgebrown.ideascale.com/a/dtd/The-Digital-as-
Employability-Skills-yes-and-Social-Media-too!/230992-46456  
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3.5 Supporting Agency Partners – Institutional Responses  
  

One of GBC’s priorities is connecting to  
agency partners and ensuring positive 
collaborations particularly around student 
field placement experiences. The Community 
Worker Program itself has connections to 
over 300 agencies in the greater Toronto area 
(GTA). Many of our former students are now 
working in the field, supervising new 
generations of students.  
 
As such, our relationships with agencies are 
central to the work of the program. This 
research has helped to illustrate the digital 
skills necessary for graduating students at the 
same time as highlighting some of the non-
profit sector-specific needs, both in personnel 
and organizational structure, to be best 
equipped for a digital era.  

 
Staff in most of the agencies in this study are experiencing numerous challenges that constrict their 
ability to adopt a digital strategy. Amongst others, these include not having designated staff, the 
work being invisible or hidden labour, multiple demands on staff with limited time, the challenges to 
secure funding for core work, and little to no policies to guide digital work. This research helps 
illuminate the degree to which successfully adopting a digital strategy is connected to specific social 
media training for current agency staff.  
 

Figure 9: How did Non-Profit Workers Develop their Social Media Skills? 
 

 
 

There’s no fund set aside 
to actually provide such training 

in regards to professional development. 
I think the gap is 

we don’t have enough funds 
to train staff in that area. 

-Agency Participant 

Having to keep up with the new platforms 
and the new technologies is something that 
I don't think agencies have predicted that 

they need to do training in. 
We're doing it on the fly. 

-Agency Participant 
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As illustrated in Figure 9, the majority of current agency staff are learning as they go and have not 
had any professional development training. This suggests that more training opportunities could help 
respond to the current situation. As an agency participant noted: 
 

I think every industry is moving towards having to present their work on social media. They 
can’t rely on print anymore. I think that will be a big thing moving forward. 

 
As shown in Figure 10, when asked to rate the agency’s knowledge of SMs, the majority of 
participants selected poor to fair, with only 3 out of 21 agencies feeling satisfied with their level of 
knowledge and a further three that did not respond to the question. This indicates that there is room 
for improvement when it comes to agency staff training.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
To fill the gap, one agency noted that their summer students were taking on the responsibility to train 
other staff: 
 

Our summer student this year is working on a project where we educate our management 
staff starting at that level on how to tweet and post, because they're more engaged in the 
direct activities that we would love to tweet and post more about. 

 
What has come to light through this research study is that graduating students are not the only ones 
who would benefit from training in using social media and digital technology in the non-profit 
sector. Within the agencies there are many current staff who are assuming responsibility for social 
media without having any training. While four agency representatives rated their SM presence as 
good, the majority felt they could be doing better.  
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Two clear educational needs exist. Students would clearly benefit from having training in digital and 
social media skills for the non-profit sector taught from a critical digital fluency lens and some 
agency staff would also benefit from professional development opportunities to engage in similar 
training through a Post-Graduate Certificate or individual courses In this way, the Community 
Worker Program could support both our valued partners and the next generations of community 
workers through digital transformation in a more fulsome, visible,  and intentional way.   
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Figure 11: Agencies' Social Media Presence
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RECOMMENDATIONS (SECTION FIVE) 
Out of the research and subsequent data analysis and based on the findings, the following 
recommendations are organized across four main areas: 1) overall approaches, 2) student 
preparedness, 3) strengthening agency capacity and 4) institutional support 
 
Recommendations regarding overall approaches to digital curriculum development 
 

1. Engage in critical digital pedagogy 
Considering the recent emerging concerns around digital transformation, any curriculum 
development needs to adopt a critical lens that purposefully unearths and undertakes an 
in-depth power analysis.  

 
2. Ensure digital fluency 

Supported by participant and student feedback, educators point to the need to go beyond 
digital literacy – being able to use digital tools and social media platforms - to a digital 
fluency. Digital fluency will enable those entering the 21st Century workforce to adapt 
and change with evolving technology changes, discern and curate large volumes of 
information and engage in confident decision-making and critical analysis in addition to 
wielding some specific digital skills.  

 
Recommendations regarding learner preparedness 
 

3. Dispel myths around social media usage. 
Assumptions that CW students are ‘young people who know how to use social media 
platforms’ need to be vigorously challenged in order to ensure a robust and responsive 
curriculum. Firstly, learners in the program and across the College are widely diverse, 
with the majority of the CW student body falling in the mature student category. 
Secondly as the data analysis demonstrates, there are clear distinctions and differences in 
the skills necessary for personal versus professional social media usage. The two should 
not be conflated.  
  

4. Develop core curriculum in critical digital fluency 
Respondents overwhelming recognized the importance of curriculum development in this 
area. The best way to ensure that all students are digitally fluent is by creating core 
curriculum – such as a core course – in the subject matter. Given the rapid pace and 
embedded nature of the digital era, it is a disservice to students to make such curriculum 
optional or voluntary or non-existent. At this stage in the game, as the report 
demonstrates, everyone needs some level of professional capacity in digital technologies 
and social media platforms.  
 

5. Strengthen digital community work 
Through the research findings, it became clear that considerable work – both formal and 
informal – was happening online. Moreover, this was not only the ‘back-end’ work of 
promotions, networking and fundraising, but interestingly ‘front-end’ work with members 
and clients. Given the nature of working with vulnerable and marginalized populations, 
taking and adapting CW skills to the digital realm requires careful ethical consideration. 
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A lot can be learned from agencies that are already doing this kind of online work. It can 
be assumed that the need for online community worker skills will only increase. 
  

6. Move beyond gizmos, gadgets and games 
In order to ensure that students are learning skills that they can take into the workplace 
upon graduation – such as those described in detail in Section 3.2, educators need to make 
a distinction between workplace digital skills and educational digital tools that primarily 
serve to facilitate curriculum delivery such as, learning management systems 
(blackboard), online resources, or video games. While some educational tools may build 
student’s workplace skills, others may have limited applicability. 
   

7. Train-the-trainer 
The study’s findings indicate it would be beneficial to adopt a ‘train-the-trainer’ model 
when developing curriculum. This would enable graduating students (or – given the 
timing – placement students) the opportunity to not only enter the workforce well-
equipped but to also share the skills they have learned with their co-workers.   

 
Recommendations regarding strengthening agency capacity  
 

8. Visibilize hidden labour 
Social media and digital tools are clearly embedded into the professional use of all 
participating agencies in one form or another.  At the same time, many workplaces have 
been slow to visibilize and recognize social media work as work, and it has therefore been 
largely invisibilized and often conducted without the necessary organizational support.  
There is an urgent need to visibilize and value this largely hidden labour. This formal 
recognition will likely lead to better and more intentional use of social media and digital 
technology across the agency and instill value in staff labour.  

 
9. Develop organizational policies 

Only three agencies had organizational social media use policies, yet all agencies relied 
on social media to one extent or another. The development of these policies is key. It 
would help visibilize the work, provide staff and placement students with parameters for 
their online sensitive work with members/clients and ensure consistent messaging 
(branding and agency profile) at all times regardless of who is doing the work, how they 
are doing it and across which platforms. Staff would feel more confident and be better 
equipped and work could be more readily incorporated into job duties.  

 
10. Invest in digital skills capacity-building 

Agencies live with financial precarity. It is imperative that funding agencies and 
government bodies recognize the importance of dedicating resources to core, 
infrastructure funding that builds digital skill capacity across the non-profit sector. This 
funding for training, equipment and specialized staff can ensure that the non-profit sector 
does not lag behind in digital transformation. 
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Recommendations regarding GBC institutional support 
 

11. Support assumed skill development 
There are a number of basic digital skills that teachers, field supervisors, and employers 
assume students already have or can quickly pick up.  For some students this is not the 
case, they struggle both in the classroom and in the field. A series of digital 101 
workshops or badges could be created as stepping stones to support students in basic 
digital-based learning and training through Student Success or the Career Centre. These 
could be offered in the summer to help students prepare to enter fall full-time programs. 
 

12. Visibilize Labour through App Development 
Digital technology is embedded into our lives. Because social media is both a personal 
activity and paid work, it is easy to lose track of how much time online is spent working. 
The development of an App or Widget that makes it easy to track the time spent working 
online, can help demonstrate time and visibilize the labour workers are dedicating to this 
work.  In an increasingly precarious gig economy where individuals need to track their 
time, this can become more important. GBC is well placed to work with non-profit and 
industry partners to develop an App/Widget to help track this work and thereby help 
visibilize it.  
 

13. Create spaces 
GBC has the infrastructure, connections and staff to consider offering informal exchanges 
and skills-building conferences as a way to strengthen partnerships and increase agency 
partners’ skills and capacity.    
 

14. Support professional development 
Through the data analysis it appears that existing staff at agencies could also benefit from 
more formal training. A post-graduate certificate could be developed in partnership with 
community agencies, ensuring robust and timely curriculum that enhances agency digital 
capacity and provides tools for maintaining digital currency through quick adaptation and 
change.  
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1 

 
The Parkdale Activity - Recreation Centre:  
“A community where people rebuild their lives.” 
 
1499 Queen Street West  
Toronto, ON M6R 1A3 
Phone: (416) 537-2262 
Fax: (416) 537-4159 
 
www.parc.on.ca  
 
Registered Charity 129678231RR0001  

 
Monday November 21st 2016 
 
To Whom It May Concern: 
 
Please accept this letter of support for the proposed research project, 
"Technology at the Crossroads: Social Media as Classroom Distraction or 
Employability Skill?" led by Professor Rusa Jeremic of the Community Worker 
Program, George Brown College. 
 
PARC works with members on individual issues of poverty, mental health, 
addictions, homelessness and food security. Members access services and develop 
relationships with staff and one another through four core areas of operation: a 
drop-in centre, a peer-support program, an outreach program and supportive 
housing.  
 
Ease and agility in the use of social media tools has become increasingly important 
for PARC. Like many agencies, we now have a social media presence yet we are not 
maximizing the potential that they tools offer. We are keen to ensure that future 
generations of workers entering the nonprofit sector will have the capability to work 
comfortably with social media, understand digital analytics and enhance our online 
work. 
 
As an External Collaborator, PARC's in-kind contribution to this research project will 
be to appoint a designated staff member, who will sit on the Steering Committee for 
the duration of the project.  
 
We have no doubt that not only PARC, but the entire community and social services 
sector will benefit from identifying the technological gaps in our sector and 
eventually courses to address that gap. 
 
We look forward to lending our experience and knowledge to participating in this 
important study.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Victor Willis 
Executive Director 
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Appendix III: Agency Recruitment Letter 
 

 

 

 

May	12,	2017	

Technology at the Crossroads: 
Social Media as Classroom Distraction or Employability Skill? 

Agency Representative Information Letter 
 

Dear Potential Participant, 
 
You are invited to take part in the research project identified above which is being conducted by Professor 
Rusa Jeremic, Community Worker Program Faculty, George Brown College. 
 
This research project examines the extent to WEB 2.0 is being used in the Community Work Sector to 
advance, facilitate, and support non-profit and community service work, while simultaneously examining 
students’ digital capabilities, including critical digital literacy, beyond their use of technology for personal 
reasons.  The purpose of the research project is to carryout a needs assessment and identify Social Media 
usage gaps in the non-profit sector in order to develop curriculum that will respond to the non-profit sector and 
enhance graduating students’ employability skills.  
 
Who can participate in the research? 
We are seeking agency representatives who have experience working with Community Worker Field 
Placement Students across all sectors of Community Work and will differing levels of social media experience 
and usage.  
 
What choice do I have? 
Participation is entirely voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the project at any 
time without giving a reason.  The researcher(s) may also withdraw a participant if it is considered in the 
participant’s best interest or it is appropriate to do so for another reason.  If this happens, the research(s) will 
explain why and advise you about any follow-up procedures or alternative arrangements as appropriate.   
 
All information collected will be confidential.  All information collected will be stored securely with the 
researchers and kept for a period of five years in a secure, locked cabinet at George Brown College.  At no 
time will any individual be identified in any reports resulting from this study.   
 
What will I be asked to do? 

- Agency representatives will be asked to participate in a short (30-40 minute face-to-face or telephone 
interview. 

- The focus of the interview will be on the agency’s social media capability, needs and interests, it will 
not be on the individual interviewee. 

- No individual identifying characteristics will be collected. 
-  Interviews will be conducted by Community Worker Program Faculty member, Rusa Jeremic 
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What are the risks and benefits of participating? 
There is minimal to no risk involved in participating in interviews as the focusing is on the agency and not 
individuals.    
 
 
How will the information collected be used? 
Interviews will be recorded and transcribed.  Agency names will be kept confidential in the Data Analysis and 
only be identified by sector (housing, food justice, etc.) 
 
What do I need to do to participate? 
Please read this Information Letter and be sure you understand its contents before you consent to participate.  
If there is anything you do not understand, or you have any questions, please contact Rusa Jeremic 
(rjeremic@georgebrown.ca)  
 
If you would like to participate, please sign the attached CONSENT FORM. 
 
 
Thank you for considering this invitation,  
 
 
  
Rusa Jeremic 
PhD Candidate, Social Justice Education 
Faculty, Community Worker Program 
George Brown College 
rjeremic@georgebrown.ca 
416.415.5000, x6786 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This project has been approved by the George Brown College Research Ethics Board,  
Approval No. 6004394 
Should you have any concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or you have a complaint about the manner in which the 
research is conducted please get in touch with the Chair of the REB at ResearchEthics@georgebrown.ca. 
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Appendix IV: Student Focus Group Recruitment Letter 

 

 

April	24,	2017	

Technology at the Crossroads: 
Social Media as Classroom Distraction or Employability Skill? 

Student Information Letter 
 

Dear Potential Participant, 
 
You are invited to take part in the research project identified above which is being conducted by Professor 
Rusa Jeremic, Community Worker Program Faculty, George Brown College. 
 
This research project examines the extent to WEB 2.0 is being used in the Community Work Sector to 
advance, facilitate, and support non-profit and community service work, while simultaneously examining 
students’ digital capabilities, including critical digital literacy, beyond their use of technology for personal 
reasons.  The purpose of the research project is to carryout a needs assessment and identify Social Media 
usage gaps in the non-profit sector in order to develop curriculum that will respond to the non-profit sector and 
enhance graduating students’ employability skills.  
 
Who can participate in the research? 
We are seeking current Community Worker Students with varying levels of digital literacy to participate in 
this research.  
 
What choice do I have? 
Participation is entirely voluntary.  If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the project at any 
time without giving a reason.  The researcher(s) may also withdraw a participant if it is considered in the 
participant’s best interest or it is appropriate to do so for another reason.  If this happens, the research(s) will 
explain why and advise you about any follow-up procedures or alternative arrangements as appropriate.   
 
All information collected will be confidential.  All information collected will be stored securely with the 
researchers and kept for a period of five years in a secure, locked cabinet at George Brown College.  At no 
time will any individual be identified in any reports resulting from this study.   
 
What will I be asked to do? 

- Students will be asked to attend a Focus Group. 
- At the Focus Group, students will fill out a questionnaire about their social media usage 
- Students’ identifying characteristics (name, gender identity, class, race ) will be collected but all 

responses will be anonymous and identifying information will be kept confidential 
- Students will engage in a guided discussion about their own social media usage and digital literacy 
- The focus session will take place on St. James Campus, GBC and will last 1-1.5 hours. 
- Lunch will be provided. 
- Professor Rusa Jeremic will lead the Focus Group sessions. 

 
What are the risks and benefits of participating? 
There is minimal risk involved in participating in the Focus Group. A frank discussion on skill level may leave 
some students uncomfortable in sharing information in front of their peers, the researcher will look for  cues 
and will do their best to alleviate any discomfort.  
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How will the information collected be used? 
Questionnaires will be collected at the beginning of the interview. Focus Group sessions will be recorded and 
transcribed. When transcribed all information will be anonymous and coded anonymously to help identify 
commonalities, trends and gaps.  
 
What do I need to do to participate? 
Please read this Information Letter and be sure you understand its contents before you consent to participate.  
If there is anything you do not understand, or you have any questions, please contact Rusa Jeremic 
(rjeremic@georgebrown.ca)  
 
If you would like to participate, please sign the attached CONSENT FORM. 
 
 
Thank you for considering this invitation,  
 
 
  
Rusa Jeremic 
PhD Candidate, Social Justice Education 
Faculty, Community Worker Program 
George Brown College 
rjeremic@georgebrown.ca 
416.415.5000, x6786 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This project has been approved by the George Brown College Research Ethics Board,  
Approval No. 6004394 
Should you have any concerns about your rights as a participant in this research, or you have a complaint about the manner in which the 
research is conducted please get in touch with the Chair of the REB at ResearchEthics@georgebrown.ca. 
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