From isolation to independence

Program bridges the
cultural divide that
immigrant women feel
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Ma Rong knows what it's like to ar-
tiveinastrange new country with a
small child and no understanding
of the language or culture,

Two years ago, Ma came to Toron-

to from China with her husband,

Hanming Wang, and one-year-old

son, William, in the middle of a J an-

uary cold snap.

“It was so cold. I remember the
first coutple of days, I stayed in the
apartment building because it just
keptsnowing. Ialso remember feel-
ing some depression,” she says.

For three days, Ma did not leave -

that apartment in the Sherbourne
and Dundas Sts. area.
“I was afraid to talk to anyone?

~ sherecalls. “That was theonlyplace |
we could find that was in walking |

distance to my husband’s job. One

of my friends told me there were a

lot of Chinese people living in that
area so we took it. My English
wasn’'t good yet and I was afraid to

_talkkwith a native person”

Eventually, Ma left the apartment

~and sought out her local communi-

ty cenire.

“I thought it would be betterto get
out and speak with a person who
speaks the same language as me. I
just needed someone to talk to and,
especially for a young mom, I was
looking for something to do with
my son and to meet other newecom-
ers like me.”

She and her son attended classes
at an Ontario Early Years Centre,

“I think it was then Irealized there
were a lot of resources for a new-
comer;” she says.

Soon after that, she heard about
the Immigrant Women Integration
Program (IWIP), founded in 2002
through the Centre for Community
Learning and Development and
funded by the United Way.

“We were trying to figure out how
to use our training skills to broaden
the impact of our work within the
community of Cabbagetown and
St. James Town, Regent Parkand so
forth,” explains Alfred Jean-Bap-
tiste, executive director of the
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“We realized, with the changmg
demographics, there was a higher
proportion of newcomer women
who were isolated, Many were hav-
ing challenges finding employment

. 6pportunities and accessing servic-

es within the community.”
IWIP participants receive inten-

_sive training — 15 hours a week for

12 months — to become communi-
ty development workers. The idea
is that women from the program
will deliver programs and work
with social serviee agencies in their
own commumities,

IWIP graduates are required to
organize three to five workshops
and information sessions to ad-
dress challenges specific to certain
communities.

The women also take part in a
three-month work placement with
local service agencies,

About90to 95percentofprogram
participants find jobs in the social
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service sectot, J ean-Bap‘l:lste says.
“Since we started, about 25 wom-
en have been through the program,

but the real impact is felt through'

the workshops and information
sessions, where they reach another
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. 350 fo 400 women, and that has

been the norm every year since the
program started,” he says. “It
speaks to the fact there was a real
need.”

Past program participants have

included lawyers, a schoolteacher .

and a university professor. One
woman from Nepal held a master’s
degree in social work.

“Our goal is to create a cultural

_bridge between the service provid--

ers and all of the potential service
users who can’t access programs
because they can’t speak the lan-
guage, and a lot of our trainees hav_e
been able to bridge that gap,” says
Jean-Baptiste.

The program certainly created a
bridge for Ma..

“I didn’t understand what a com-
munity development person would
do, but thought I could start to de-
velop my career here from that
starting point,” she says,

In China, Ma worked as a human
resources manager for a transpor-
tation corapany. When she first saw
the flyer for IWIP, the literature in-
dicated its goal was to “reduce new-
comer women’s isolation.

“1 thought, “That’s not for mie ,

' until I realized it was true. I didmt -

know my neighbour or where the
grocery store was,” says Ma.

“I didn’t know how other people
on the street treated each other or

cultural things. I was scared. But I
think that's just human nature.

“T told myself 100 times a day I
needed to get out of that cycle and
get out of my comfort zone and just
breakit”

Ma is giving back to the communi-
ty where she first lived in "Toronto.

“T'm so proud of myself. My par-
ents taught me that silence is gold-
en and actions speak louder than
words. I now stand before the per-
son I used to be: the newcomer.
Theywant to get abetter life and be
the leader of their family and to
control their own life.”

Her favourite part of IWIP is the
focus on self-management. -

“I needed to find my positionina
new country, I had culture shock
Knowledge is easy to leamn; a skill is
easy tolearn. The only thing you have
totake time to do is change yourselfa
little — change your attitude and you
can see the big picture, which is very
important and that is to feel you are
part of this communitv”




