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881 
Campers attended  

the 7 week  
Rookie League  

program

“
”

I learned that you 
can do anything if 

you put your heart, 
soul and mind to it.

- Rookie League 
Camper



Jays Care Foundation and Toronto Community Housing Corporation (TCHC) continue to work in partnership to 
deliver TCHC Rookie League, a best-in-class baseball for development program for children and youth living in 
priority neighbourhoods across the city. Rookie League is designed to be a high quality experience that enables 
parents and caregivers to feel confident that their children are safe, activity, surrounded by well-trained and 
inspiring role models, and engaging in activities that aim to help them learn essential life skills. Not only do more 
than 1,000 children benefit from Rookie League, but it also has proven to be a profoundly beneficial skills and 
confidence development program for youth who spend their summer working at Rookie League. 

Youth from the following TCHC buildings participated in the Rookie League program in 2019:

Field trips is the average number each camper  
participated in this summer

TCHC communities were involved in the program

Rogers and TCHC employees supported the program

Baseball games played 

18
45

200+
180

222
881

38,500 

Youth staff were employed at Rookie League this summer

Campers attended the 7 week program.

Healthy meals were served

How is the Program Unique?
There are many reasons why TCHC Rookie League is a unique program. Here are just a few:

It is provided free of cost. There is no registration fee for the program and nutritious lunches are 
included at no additional cost to participants and their families.

We believe in the power of dynamic staff training and on-going coaching. At Rookie League, staff 
are required to participate in a minimum of two weeks of rigorous, interactive training to ensure 
they have the confidence and skills to lead an exceptional outcome-based sport for development 
program. Following the training, staff receive on-going mentoring and support from assigned  
Camp Coaches.

We hire locally. The majority of front-line Rookie League staff members hired to lead the program 
are Toronto Community Housing residents.

We believe in the power of field trips. Kids at Rookie League get to go on two field trips per  
week that allow them to see different parts of the city, meet children and youth from other camps,  
and expose themselves to a variety of experiences and opportunities that can help them learn  
and develop.
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Impact of Rookie League on Campers

(1) Stanton, K. (2019, March 8). The Importance of Play in Childhood Development. Retrieved from https://www.oaktreekids.com/blog/2019/2/23/the-importance-of-play-in-childhood-development.

(2) Bruce, Mary and Bridgeland, John (2014). The Mentoring Effect: Young People’s Perspectives on the Outcomes and Availability of Mentoring. Washington, D.C.: Civic Enterprises with Hart Research Associates for 
MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership.

The courage to  
try new things

Healthy and  
supportive  

relationships

Why 
it 
Matters

What  
We  
Do

The  
Impact 
of Rookie 
League

Scientists have found that it 
takes 400 repetitions to  

create a new synapse in the 
brain. However, if it’s done 

through play, it takes between 
10-20 repetitions.1

We provide campers the  
opportunity to try new things. 

From exciting field trips to 
healthy lunches, weekly  

challenges to baseball games,  
swimming adventures to  

Fire Hall visits – we work to  
introduce each camper to new 

experiences each day.  
 

Campers are also challenged  
to take on different  

responsibilities such as setting 
up game materials,  

lunch duties, and clean up.

Healthy and supportive  
relationships are one of the 

strongest predictors of  
children’s well-being. 

In a study of mentoring  
relationships, more than 1 in 3 

children and youth in an  
estimated 16 million never had 
an adult mentor of any kind.2

We train our staff to  
become positive mentors and 
role models to our campers, 
ensuring a safe and inclusive 

space. 

Through daily activities,  
campers build teamwork skills 

and a sense of belonging.  
We build community  

connections by bringing  
together different TCH  

communities and a  
variety of partners. 

“The best parts about Rookie 
League were baseball because 
I was not good at baseball but 
now I’m good so I encouraged 

myself to try.”
-Rookie League Camper

92% of campers felt 
they were safe and 
supported by staff 

and peers

94% of campers met 
an adult who they can 

trust and count on 
69% of parents reported 

that their children are 
more willing to try  
healthy foods as a  

result of the program.

“The best parts about Rookie 
League were the staff and how 
they care about the campers.”

-Rookie League Camper
69

92

94



(3) Vital Signs (2016, September 20). Vital Signs: Sport and Belonging. Retrieved from https://truesportpur.ca/vital-signs-sport-and-belonging.

(4) Government of Ontario . (n.d.). Think, Feel, Act - edu.gov.on.ca. Retrieved from http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/childcare/brief_3_resilience_en.pdf.

A life long commitment  
to sport, physical activity, and  

a healthy lifestyle

In 2010, only 6 out of 10  
children from low-income  

households were active in sport, 
compared to 8.5 out of 10 with 
family incomes over $80,000.3

Campers participate in a  
minimum of 60 minutes  

of physical activity per day. This 
includes swimming, baseball, 

sports and games, and track and 
field activities.

In addition, all large-scale field 
trips include opportunities for 
campers to be introduced to  

and included in fun sports and  
recreation activities.

88% of campers reported  
becoming more  

physically active as a 
result of  

Rookie League

Children who learn  
resilience, have the emotional, 
social and behavioural skills to 

successfully navigate  
challenges and hardships  

in life.

All staff members are trained 
in trauma-informed  

approaches and create spaces 
and opportunities for campers 
to feel safe and predict what 

is going to happen and to 
self-regulate when needed.

83% of parents 
reported that their 
child shows more 
compassion and 

empathy for others 
as a result of  

Rookie League

Resilience

“Some things I learned about 
myself at Rookie League are 

to respect each other, listen to 
the staff and treat others how 

you want to be treated.”
-Rookie League Camper

8388

89

“I feel more confident and more 
physically active.”

-Rookie League Camper

89% of parents have 
noticed that their child is 
engaged in more physical 

activity each day. 



How Rookie League Works For Youth

ROOKIE LEAGUE YOUTH STAFF: 
Jays Care and Toronto Community Housing work to hire more than a  

hundred youth from priority neighbourhoods to be Camp Directors and  
camp staff at each of the 30 Rookie League sites across the city.

ROBUST TRAINING: 
Jays Care and Toronto Community Housing lead a robust multi-week training for all youth staff at Ryerson that focuses on 

enhancing understanding of what great camps can accomplish and look like as well as on enhancing skills, confidence, team 
dynamics required to be effective in the job and in the future workforce.

We do all of this so that Rookie League Youth Staff can:

YOUTH IN POLICING: 
Toronto Police Services hire 120  

Youth In Policing students (YIPI’s) and place more than 100  
of them with Rookie League once a week during the  

summer to support large-scale events.

WORK EXPERIENCE AND  
ON-THE-JOB COACHING: 

Staff are assigned in teams of 5-7 to  
work at a camp. Each camp has a Camp 
Director and three camp coaches who 

support the staff to ensure camp is safe 
and effective, but also to provide each 
staff member with individual coaching  

and mentoring.

Increase the number 
of positive mentoring 

relationships in their lives

Enhance their job skills 
including: problem solving, 

conflict resolution, creativity 
and leadership

Increase their 
self-confidence and 

self-efficacy

MID-SUMMER  
EMPLOYMENT DAY:  

Youth staff attend a full day of  
workshops in the middle of the  

summer to help them enhance their 
resumes, cover letters, interview skills 
and to introduce them to a variety of 

work opportunities that exist.

END-OF-SUMMER  
STAFF GALA: 

Youth staff attend a gala at the end 
of the summer where they receive 
recognition for their hard work and 
dedication all summer. Among the 
awards are laptops to help in future 

academic pursuits and post-secondary 
scholarships.

FOCUS ON YOUTH STUDENTS: 
Toronto Catholic and Toronto District School Boards select 

more than 100 youth from priority neighbourhoods as part of  
their Focus on Youth program, and place them with Rookie 

League for their 6 weeks.



How Rookie League Works For Children Aged 6 to 14

TRAINED ROOKIE LEAGUE YOUTH STAFF 
with support and mentorship from Jays Care and Toronto Community 

Housing staff coaches, facilitate 7 weeks of summer day camp for children 
aged 6 to 14 living in Toronto Community Housing buildings. 

Through Rookie League, campers feel empowered to develop:

We do all of this so that Rookie League Campers can:

The courage to  
try new things

Increase the 
number of caring 

adults in their 
lives

Grow their list 
of personal 
strengths, 

interests, and 
short and long 
term life goals

Healthy and supportive 
relationships

Increase the 
number of 

positive peer 
relationships in 

their lives

Enhance essential 
life skills such 
as: curiosity, 
leadership, 

self-regulation, 
relationship 

building 
and conflict 
resolution

A life long commitment  
to sport, physical activity, 

and a healthy lifestyle

Resilience

Enhance their 
love of physical 
and recreational 

activity

Increase 
their sense of 

belonging to the 
group and their 

pride in their 
community

Children from TCHC attend seven weeks of summer day camp led by role models who represent their communities.  
The program includes:

• Team-building activities 

• Self-reflection activities  

• Free healthy lunches  

• Arts and crafts activities 

• Sport and recreation activities 

• 2 field trips each week 

• Trauma-informed self- regulation spaces 

• Weekly team challenges 

• Choice activities 

• Baseball practices and games against 
other Rookie League sites



Worth Shouting About
There were a thousand big and little moments this summer at camp that are worth getting excited 
about. Below are just a few:

1. WE LAUNCHED OUR FIRST LIT PROGRAM! 

TANTREE WON THE ANNUAL  
CHEER COMPETITION FOR THE FIRST TIME! 

85 CAMPERS TRAVELLED TO HALIBURTON  
TO PARTICIPATE IN ROOKIE LEAGUE SELECTS  

AT BEAUTIFUL CAMP TIMBERLANE! 

This year we implemented our very first Rookie League Leaders in Training (LIT) 
program for youth aged 12-14 years old. The LIT program provided youth who age 

At the end of camp, two campers are specially selected from each site to attend 
a 3-day, 2-night overnight camp experience outside of Toronto. Youth are picked 

Every year in Rookie League, the covenant title as Rookie League Cheer Champion 
is fiercely sought after. The Cheer Competition is a chance for every Rookie League 

out of our Rookie League program (age 6-12) an opportunity to expand on their 
leadership development, job readiness and life skills all while still experiencing the wonderful trips, positive 
peer mentoring and overall enjoyment that Rookie League has to offer. The program proved highly  
successful with 96% of LITs demonstrating high development in leadership and life skills as a result of the 
program, and 80% of LITs showing an increase in self-efficacy and their belief to achieve their goals,  
according to the Generalized Self-Efficacy Scale.  We can’t wait to grow the program in 2020.

site to prepare a 3 minute cheer that includes all campers, great choreography and a 
chance for sites to sing about what really matters to them. This year the top 12 sites who advanced to the 
finals came with hand-made props and instruments, acrobatic dance moves, finely tuned lyrics and lots of 
energy. With only one point, separating first and second place the 2019 Rookie League Cheer  
Champion was Tantree (a camp that is aptly named after the campers who attend from Tanridge and 
Rowntree)! Congratulations to them on a well-deserved and epic win! 

based on their leadership and positive peer role modelling at Rookie League. This year, we took all 85  
nominees to camp Timberlane in Haliburton. This overnight experience gave youth the chance to try new 
things, connect with campers from outside of their own community and enhance leadership skills. From  
high ropes to canoeing, swimming to the Talent Show – this 3 day experience is one that none of us will  
soon forget. 



SHAMOY MARSTIN WON THE 
ROOKIE LEAGUE HALL OF FAME AWARD! 

ALL OF OUR CAMPERS GOT TO VISIT THEIR  
LOCAL FIRE STATION FOR AN AMAZING TOUR  

AND FIRE EDUCATION SESSION!

OUR OPENING DAY AT  
DOVERCOURT PARK GOT RAVE REVIEWS  

FROM ALL 880 CAMPERS IN ATTENDANCE!

Each year the 222 youth staff who make Rookie League happen are celebrated at 
our annual staff gala. The most coveted award at the event is the Rookie League 

Each year to help kick off the summer, we host a giant Opening Day event for all 
campers and staff. This year, we booked Dovercourt Park and with the help of some 

New this year, Rookie League partnered with Toronto Fire Services to enhance 
camper’s knowledge on fire safety and fire education. It was a huge success with 

Hall of Fame Award. Given to the staff member identified as the most dedicated, passionate,  
hard-working, compassionate, and capable, it comes with an Acer laptop, a trophy and a chance to 
take over the Executive Director of Jays Care’s job for the day. This year the winner was Shamoy  
Marstin. In her second year as a staff member in the program, Shamoy consistently demonstrated her 
dedication and skill. From hand sewing more than 30 capes for her campers so they could aptly  
represent their Harry Potter theme at the Cheer Off, to organizing one of the most comprehensive 
and effective behaviour management strategies, to staying late each night to coach her staff and plan 
for the next day – Shamoy was truly unstoppable! 

campers visiting local fire halls, getting a behind-the-scenes look at how the station works, and 
learning about what it takes to become a fire fighter. In addition to the fire hall visits, Toronto Fire 
visited Rookie League sites and hosted fire education programming that included a series of fun 
and educational fire safety drills and fire fighter training skills that they could take back home. 

incredible inflatables, 50 amazing volunteers from Rogers, First Book Canada’s beautiful give-away 
books and some great food, splash pads and music, the day proved to be a huge success!



Unstoppable Campers and Staff to Celebrate
It’s hard to select just six from close to 1,000 – but here are some of our Unstoppable Kids from this 
summer that deserve a lot of applause:

Josh is one of the longest standing Rookie League staff members (as well as 
a former camper) we have in Rookie League. He has climbed up through the 
staffing ranks (from junior and senior to supervisor) continuing to impress, 
amaze, and exceed expectations in every role he has taken. He deserves all 
the recognition for the high energy, enthusiasm, care, and fun-loving  
personality he puts towards the youth in our program.   

In her third year at Rookie League, Zena is known for many things. First, for 
her heart. She puts her heart and soul into everything she does – and that  
includes all of the campers and her staff. Second, for her commitment. If you 
are looking for Zena, you can usually find her staying at camp long after the 
staff and kids have left. First she cleans the space, then she sets up activities 
for the next day, and then she gets creative! Zena’s creativity is famous at 
camp – from challenging kids to take on epic experiments like slime, tie dye  
or foam soap, to planning amazing theme days like Olympics or Wacky  
Water Challenges. Zena did a fabulous job this summer as the Camp Director 
of Gordonridge. As a runner-up for the Hall of Fame award and a newly hired 
Coordinator at the Boys and Girls Club, Zena is someone we are very proud  
to call Unstoppable!

Passionate, dedicated, encouraging, hard-working, caring, and admired by 
all. That is Gabriel Negussie. He continues to invest his time and efforts in the 
campers and youth staff in the Lawrence Heights Rookie League program in 
ways that make him everyone’s mentor. We have thoroughly enjoyed  
having Gabriel on our team for the past two years constantly impressing us 
and raising the bar in caring for and empowering our youth. We can’t wait to 
see what Gabriel does with his business degree. This year Gabriel was named 
our Rookie League Hall of Fame Runner Up!

UNSTOPPABLE

UNSTOPPABLE

UNSTOPPABLE

JOSH MACDONALD

ZENA BRUCE-APPIAH

GABRIEL NEGUSSIE

One thing about Rookie League, every summer that I do it, I always 
think okay it won’t get any better than this and these kids are solid. 

But, then when I come back the next year, I have an even  
better experience.

-Rookie League Youth staff 

“ ”



It’s hard to imagine a 10 year old with more spunk and personality than  
Ramar. In his 4th year as a Rookie League camper at Kingston Galloway,  
Ramar was nominated to represent his site at Rookie League Selects. It took 
only a few hours of Ramar being with his new cabin of campers for staff and 
campers to be rolling around laughing at his funny jokes and relentless  
questions. At the final talent show, Ramar’s courage and tenacity was hard 
to miss as he stepped up onto the stage alone to perform his comedic talent. 
Voted one of the nicest, most caring and friendly campers you will ever meet, 
Ramar won an MVP award at Rookie League Selects and went on to represent 
his peers as he threw a phenomenal first pitch at a Blue Jays game. 

Jacob is hard to miss on the basketball court. Incredibly skilled – and  
incredibly humble. He joined Rookie League at Gordonridge years ago as a 
young camper and was one of the first to sign up for the LIT program this 
year. Within the first day of the program it was clear that Jacob was a leader. 
Funny and welcoming to fellow LIT’s, staff and young campers, Jacob always 
has a group of people surrounding him. His friendliness, openness and  
commitment to helping others led him to attend our Rookie League Selects 
where he continued to be a positive role model for the younger youth.    

At 10 years old, Esther is small but mighty. Less than 4 feet 2 inches tall, and 
still – Esther is one of the most noticeable campers in a crowd. It’s partly her 
laugh, partly loudness and partly her fearlessness that gets her noticed. At  
her Rookie League site and throughout Rookie League Selects, Esther  
proved that she is a champion when it comes to speaking her truth and  
overcoming her fears. At times when she was feeling isolated, lonely or saw 
someone else feeling the same way, she had the courage to speak up, fight  
for what was right and ensure everyone (including herself) was having the 
best time possible. Her courage, resiliency and determination have been  
incredible to witness and we cannot wait to see her continued growth. 

UNSTOPPABLE

UNSTOPPABLE

UNSTOPPABLE

RAMAR RICARDO LEWIS

JACOB MEBRAHTU

ESTHER MAUTI GBENONU



Impact of Rookie League on Youth Staff

The key to bridging the gap in youth unemployment is:

What are we doing about it?

POSITIVE PEER  
MENTORING RELATIONSHIPS

SOFT SKILLS  
DEVELOPMENT

SELF-CONFIDENCE

90% of youth who had a 
positive mentor wanted to 

become a mentor themselves.3

 Children and youth who have 
a positive mentor to look up to 
are 4 times more likely to give 

back to their community.

Employers report that soft 
skills are high in demand but in 
short supply, with only 34% of 

employers reported feeling that 
youth are adequately prepared 

for the workforce.4  
According to the World 

Bank, soft skills development 
is proven to reduce 

unemployment, raise income, 
and improve living standards 

for youth.

Rookie League targets children and youth who face multiple barriers to accessing or engaging 
in physical activity or sport. While there is great impact on campers, Rookie League also has 
a positive impact on youth staff, as it provides positive mentoring relationships, develops key 
workplace life skills, and boosts the confidence of youth leaders to seek future employment 

and education opportunities.

Low self-esteem is a risk factor 
for developing mental health 
problems, and positive self-
esteem is a protective factor 

against it.
Employment experts say 

self-confidence is the key to 
finding employment  as it 

enables youth to effectively 
communicate, gain respect 
from colleagues, maintain a 

healthy personality, influence 
others and stand out in the 

candidate pool.

DID YOU KNOW? 

The youth unemployment rate in Toronto is skyrocketing, 140% higher than adult unemployment.1

 83,000 youth in the Greater Toronto and Hamilton area aged 16-24, thus 10% of youth in the area, are not 
in Employment, Education and Training (NEET).  Interventions that aim to increase youth engagement early 

before youth become NEET are more effective than those that work on engagement after the problem.2 
Greater success has been found by moving away from the ‘at-risk youth approach’ towards a strength-based 

approach to positive youth development.

(1) St. Stephen’s Community House and Access Alliance (2016) Tired of the Hustle: Youth Voices on Unemployment. Toronto, ON, October 2016.
(2) Henderson, J. L., Hawke, L. D., Chaim, G., & Network, N. Y. S. P. (2017). Not in employment, education or training: Mental health, substance use, and disengagement in a multi-sectoral sample of service-seeking  
Canadian youth. Children and Youth Services Review, 75, 138-145.
(3) Bruce, Mary and Bridgeland, John (2014). The Mentoring Effect: Young People’s Perspectives on the Outcomes and Availability of Mentoring. Washington, D.C.: Civic Enterprises with Hart Research Associates for 
MENTOR: The National Mentoring Partnership. 
(4) Now Hiring: The Skills Companies Want that Young Canadians ... (2018). Retrieved from https://www.civicaction.ca/wpcontent/uploads/2018/12/SkillsConnect_NowHiring_Dec_2018_DIGITAL.pdf.



Rookie League has really 
prepared me for my future 

career. One example of  
this is my ability to adapt 

to different situations. 

   -Rookie League Youth 
Staff

Does it Work?
We Found Key Job Skills Developed 

Positive significant gains, of around 10%, were found in a self-reported range of key workplace  
skills including problem solving, conflict resolution, creativity, and leadership.

Youth staff identified the skills developed in Rookie League as highly transferable to future 
employment, and to be great assets in their workforce preparedness.

97% of our youth staff reported high levels of development on the Youth Leadership Life-Skills 
Development Scale (YLLSDS) and particularly on interpersonal skills and attributes such as 
empathy, acceptance, and willingness to work together.  The remaining 3% reported Moderate 
Development.

Youth who have positive mentors, become positive mentors themselves  
Positive mentoring relationships were identified by all of the individuals interviewed.

These relationships were described as resulting from good communication skills on the part of  
the mentors, a strong work ethic, and a general sense of support received by the staff members.  
 
These positive mentoring relationships were connected to the personal development of youth 
staff, their workforce preparedness, and their own ability to produce positive outcomes for the 
campers in their charge. Finally, the positive mentoring youth staff received was instrumental in 
their own growth as role models.

We Found Boosted Self Confidence 

A positive significant gain, of around 18%, was found in a self-reported measure of self-confidence, 
the highest seen in any of our self-reported measures.

In interviews, our respondents reported that Rookie League had given them the confidence they 
needed to seek other opportunities for employment or higher education. 

 

Youth Staff return to Rookie League  
1 in 3 youth staff from Rookie League 2019 were returning staff members from previous years.

97%

1 in 3

“
”

I feel like working with 
Jays Care has really helped 
me unlock the skills that I 

didn’t know I had and  
because I now know that I 
have those skills, I am able 

to pay it forward. 

   -Rookie League Youth 
Staff

“
”

How do we know?
The Program Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist of Jays Care, Maria Mardirosian, partnered with Dr. Philip 

Groff, President and Chief Consultant for Creative Development Unlimited, a credible evaluator from the 
Canadian Evaluation Society with fifteen years of experience, particularly working with youth programs, to 

conduct this evaluation.





Thank You
Thank you to everyone who made Rookie League 2019 possible: 
 

And special thanks to the youth staff who worked hard every day of  
the summer to make camp exceptional!

Mom and Dad want to say a big thanks to the staff for their love and  
care of our child. We really appreciate all of you!

- Rookie League Parents

• ACER
• Camp Timberlane
• City of Toronto
• Canada Summer Jobs Program
• Centennial College 
• Damian Pereira 
•   Ethnic Delights Express 
•   Essential Impact
•   First Book Canada
• Focus on Youth (TCDSB and TDSB)
• Humber College

• Lunch Lady
• Rawlings
• Real Food Real Kids
• Rogers 
• Ryerson University
• Toronto Blue Jays
• Toronto Fire Services
• Toronto Police Services  
(Youth in Policing Program)

• The Sprott Foundation
• University of Toronto

“ ”




