
 
 

 

Profiles in Social Work 

Episode 15 – Saleem Haniff 

 

Intro - Hi, I’m Charmaine Williams, Associate Professor and Associate Dean, 

Academic, for the University of Toronto, Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work. 

Welcome to Profiles in Social Work. This podcast series is produced by our Faculty and 

Alumni Association. In 2014 the Factor-Inwentash Faculty of Social Work is celebrating 

100 years of contributing to Social Work Practice and Education. You can find out more 

about us by visiting us online at www.socialwork.utoronto.ca  We’re glad you could join 

us today.  The series Profiles in Social Work highlights how social workers are making a 

positive difference in our communities by presenting stories of how social work 

graduates are using their degrees.  We hope you will enjoy this series.  Especially if you 

are thinking about a career in social work or interested in hearing about what social 

workers do.   

 

Profile – Saleem Haniff 

My name is Saleem Haniff and I graduated from University of Toronto Factor-Inwentash 

Faculty of Social Work in 2006.  

I got interested in social work one semester into my university education. I initially was 

doing life sciences and I wanted to be a vet, I wanted to work with animals instead of 

people, but I wasn't good at chemistry and calculus so I had a crisis of consciousness.  I 

was like “Oh, man, I'm not to be able to be a vet”.  I looked back on my high school 

transcripts to see what was I good at and I was good at family studies, the civics, the 

social services, law, all those things I was good at, and everything my guidance 

counselor should have done with me. I realized that I want to work with people, I want to 

work with high school students, or high school-aged youth and help them through the 

process of finding themselves so that they don’t go through this process that I had to 

necessarily, so that they can find their way in life. I transferred out and I did my BSW 

and then I came to the faculty here and did my MSW right after and It’s been a fairy tale 

ever since, in terms of my social work education.  It’s the best decision I ever made 

academically.  It fit me personally so well, and it’s given me a lot in terms of my daily 

work. There's a lot of group work here which is great because you get to work with 

people who have varying backgrounds and experiences themselves, let alone the topics 
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you're handling at the time.  We had a lot of essays and a lot of seminars and so forth 

and we were kept quite busy.  Most people were doing three or four courses and I was 

doing five so before I knew it the first semester was done and second semester I got to 

enjoy a little bit more. The people and the experiences, you share as well, that's when I 

started solidifying my interests. I knew that I wanted to work with youth and children but 

I started solidifying more the context.  

I worked in my practicum in middle schools and high schools at the school board and it 

was there that I started to understand my personal capacities and how that could 

translate into my professional competencies.  I realized that I could work with pretty 

much work with any school-aged group but the group that I enjoyed to work with was 

the high school youth or even grade seven all the way to grade twelve. I still remember 

the youth that I used to work with, the counseling sessions as well as the informal group 

sessions. That's the kind of stuff that I remember that kind of solidified that was ‘yeah, 

that’s the kind of work that I want to do’.  

Currently I work for an accredited children's mental health agency in a school-based 

violence prevention program and healthy relationships. What we do is engage youth on 

the high school level, both pro-social and alternative leaders and we go through a bunch 

of training sessions where we give them the theoretical data on issues around violence, 

gangs, unhealthy relationships, heterosexuality, any number of issues that they find 

relevant in their lives and they give us their life experiences and somewhere in there is 

the truth for that area, that community, that school, those youth.  And we take that 

information and we develop workshops that we facilitate within that school, that 

community, as well as the feeder schools to that high school, primarily around issues of 

violence and unhealthy relationships. 

I like to say we work hard and we play hard. So we do offer a lot of opportunities go to 

sporting events and cultural events around the city as well as we have a PlayStation in 

our room with the TV and so forth, so we do have a safe space in the school where 

young people can go, whether or not they're a part of our program; for anything to heat 

up their lunch or to get some advice to just relax and decompress from a stressful 

day.  We use that safe space to kind of build our youth following. Some young people 

will have issues that they feel that are important to them and they'll seek us out.  We 

use both youth who seek us out as well we will recruit youth through going class to 

class or within the community or assemblies and so forth. We offer a platform for 

however you feel you can communicate your point of view whether it be you know 

artistically, traditionally, facilitated workshops, music, art, whatever you feel could get 

your point across most effectively we try to create those opportunities and we've been 



 
 

 

able to do that in the past. Last year we wrapped a documentary entitled “Voices over 

Violence” that was about violence in the city and what young people thought about that 

and how you could solve the problem; and it was all youth produced; youth did 

everything from filming to all of the audio work, the visual work, the editing and it was 

quite successful in terms of the process of taking something from an idea all the way to 

implementation and screening in front of four hundred people at a local theater that's a 

big thing.  You don't think about it necessarily as a way, from high school group that 

does violence prevention work to do something that seems so left field, but it got the 

point across probably more effectively than some other mediums that are out there. It 

was quite effective for us. 

Every couple of years I move around to a school to set up the program.  So every two 

years I would set up a program, transition it over to the school and then move to another 

school and set up the program again. My first year in this position at my first school on 

the first day setting up we had a young lady came in with some friends who were 

registering. She was very small in stature but she ruled the school with her demeanor, 

with her words, with the threat of physical violence and she was very commanding. 

People feared her; they didn’t respect her, they feared her. I asked her why she was 

there, I asked her if she wanted to join the program, we had a little conversation and 

said “not really, why would I join something like this?” So I let her know, based on what I 

have seen so far from the five minutes that you've been in here, you're able to control 

people and have them think the way you want to think and you're quite persuasive and 

that's a positive skill if used in a positive way. For that whole year she came in and out, 

we saw her from time to time. We had a safe space; we had a room in the school that 

we had 24/7 and she would come in, and she would relax and she didn’t quite do 

anything. The second year she came back and she registered for the program and I had 

asked her “what do you think has changed your life between last year and this year that 

makes you feel that you are able to help out in this capacity?” and she said nothing. She 

said I’d just like to give it a try. She went through our training session. She shared a lot 

about herself personally and her experiences.  She learned a lot from our other youth 

delegates and she was able to become one of the best workshop facilitators we ever 

had because she used those skills that she had, those verbal skills, to be able to 

persuade people and have them understand the material. Because when a young 

person talks to another young person they're more likely to understand information as 

opposed to me talking to them. Because I might not have grown up in their context, in 

their area they would be like “aww you didn’t grow up in our area; you don’t know what 

it’s about”.  But they’re more apt to listen to someone who is from their area. She was 

quite persuasive, people used to listen to her and she did a complete one-eighty. She 



 
 

 

ended up, when we were leaving that year, to go to another school and set up the 

program, she was the SAC president. She turned into someone that the teachers 

almost feared and did not want to have in their class - to someone that they absolutely 

loved having in their classes and someone that they trusted to run the school. That was 

a really positive experience for our program and for myself personally. Hopefully we’re a 

part of her growth process and it feels nice to know that she was able to turn the corner 

in a significant way. 

Every day is different. You have to have a lot of patience. Specifically working with 

children and youth, patience is a huge, huge, you could say virtue, to have. We try to 

create opportunities for young people and if for whatever reason something doesn't 

work or it fails, that's an opportunity for learning growth on my behalf as well as theirs. If 

you never have anything to do, I think that would be the biggest challenge. The good 

thing is something always comes up. You might go into work today and be like we have 

nothing scheduled, we think we’ll have an easy day.  We will step in there and 

something gets thrown at you or this person got suspended for this, or this happened in 

the community, that, this and the other, you have got to lend a hand and help out. The 

work is only challenging if you see it that way.  

We’re not a legislated program. The young people, who are there, want to be there. We 

don't evaluate and we don't have any punitive measures in our program which would be 

different from your teacher or administrator - understanding that those are necessary 

parts of their role. Our role is to almost be an advocate and to support and facilitate 

changes, refer young people to resources - that sympathetic ear that some people 

sometimes need but don't have;  so we have to be a little bit more fluid and flexible in 

our positions to assist and help young people. We have a different role in the school. An 

example would be to advocate for a young person who has significant troubles at home 

or in the community that aren't known necessarily to their teachers, for example. And all 

the teacher would see is a young person being disruptive in class and hard to redirect 

and is not learning and achieving or anything like that. It's easy to take that young 

person and shift them out using punitive measures to take them out of the classroom, to 

suspend them, keep them out, but we would try to advocate for that young person to 

keep them in school and problem solve around their situation, so that they would have 

opportunities to learn in different ways so that they can achieve their personal best at 

school. These young people are good people. They have the skills.  We just need to 

find a different way to help them bring it out.  

Being a social worker means, having my personal, emotional, physical, mental, 

psychological, self at its personal best, so that I can help others reach their personal 



 
 

 

best.  You can’t help others unless you help yourself. Why would I want to suggest 

someone deal with a situation in a way that I personally wouldn't do it? I think it's 

counterintuitive and kind of fake almost. I want to help people the way they want to be 

helped.  Not the way that I think they should be helped. The best way I can do that is to 

make sure that my house is in order before I help others try to clean up a little bit. 

 

 

 

Outro - This is Charmaine Williams from the University of Toronto Factor-Inwentash 

Faculty of Social Work. Thank you for listening to our podcast. In 2014 our school is 

celebrating 100 years of social work research, teaching and community service. For 

more information about the faculty and our programs we invite you to visit our website at 

www.socialwork.utoronto.ca  
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