Learning English

BY SUSANNE CROUSE

L'auteure raconte les premiéres
expériences au Canada de deux
immigrantes d ascendance Chinoise et
comment le projet “Onward Willow,”
un organisme qui travaille avec les
immigrantes afin de les aider
surmonter les obstacles qui les empéchent
de participer pleinement & la vie
canadienne, a influencé leur vie.

Immigration to a new country with
a strange language and unfamiliar
customs can be a frightening thing
for a person. That person must learn
a new language quickly or they be-
come isolated and unable to perform
the simplest of functions such as
buying groceries, finding doctors, or
reading street signs. Married immi-
grant women often have the added
struggle of caring for children by
themselves at home while their hus-
bands have outside employmentand
become assimilated into the new
country much quicker. The lack of
understanding of the English lan-
guage in North America can become
as cripplingasany physical or mental
disability for immigrants of all ages.
The isolation is increased without
any friends or relatives with whom
they can speak. Even if they learn to
speak some English, the problems of
dealingwith written information and
communicating to English-speaking
people can be a real barrier and cause
hardship in an immigrant’s life.
Because of the growing awareness
of the problems other than English-
speaking immigrants facewhen mov-
ing to English-speaking countries,
some places have begun to develop
programs which attempt to reach
out and break the isolation of the
new residents. One place that has
produced such a program is Onward
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The Experience of the

Onward Willow Project

Willow: Better Beginnings, Better
Futures. Onward Willow is one of
eight primary prevention projects
funded by the province of Ontario.
The purpose of Onward Willow is to
provide programs to impoverished
and immigrant families with young
children to prevent possible prob-
lems later in their children’s lives.
One of the successful services set up
by the project has been the Family
Visitor program. This program was
set up to ensure that families with
young children are not isolated in
the communityand that children are
adequately cared for. A Family Visi-
tor is a friend who connects with a
specific family and helps the family
to access services and resources in the
community. For example, a Family
Visitor would help a family with
young children to find a family doc-
tor, locatelocal schoolsand day cares,
take them to stores and help them
pick out nutritious meals, or help
them understand business letters. A
Family Visitor would encourage par-
ents to spend time playing or reading
with their children, or they could
just be someone to talk to when
parents feel alone.  Because the
Onward Willow has a high-density
immigrant population speaking
many languages, it was decided that
some of the Family Visitors hired
should be representative of the domi-
nant immigrant groups in the
neighbourhood. They work asateam
with English-speaking Family Visi-
tors. At the beginning of the project
there were Family Visitors whose
first language was Spanish or the
Chinese language of Mandarin.
Overtime the population has changed
and the Family Visitors are now rep-
resented by women whose first lan-

guagesare Vietnamese, or Pharsiand
Uzbek—the official languages of
Afghanistan.

The neighbourhood realized that
children of all ages should be able to
participate at the Family Gateway
and Onward Willow, the two com-
munity centres that participate in
the project The neighbourhood com-
munity began raising money to offer
the Onward Willow programs to
school-aged children, teenagers, and
adults. These programswere designed
to recognize the cultural diversity of
the neighbourhood and interpreta-
tion services were provided to in-
crease the access of new Canadian
families. In an effort to continue the
outreach to the people of Chinese
heritage the receptionist hired for
the Family Gateway Centre speaks
Cantonese, Mandarin, Vietnamese,
and English. Two women born in
Canada and living in the Onward
Willow community teach families
from South East Asia how to speak
English in an informal manner, once
a week, as community volunteers.

Even if they learn
to speak some
English, dealing
with written
information and
communicating to
English-speaking
people can be a real
barrier and cause
hardship in an
immigrant’s life.
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The Spanish community has pro-
gressed to the point where volun-
teers in the neighbourhood who
speak, read, and write in both Span-
ish and English are able o offer a
Spanish program once a week in the
centre. In thisway immigrant women
are encouraged to break the cycle of
isolation and join with others who

“1f my teachers
are willing to
teach, | will keep
on studying. | will
work harder on
studying to
catch up to
my class. | hope
| can speak with
the English-
speaking people.”

are experiencing the same difficul-
ties. Furthermore, they are able to
mingle with English-speaking Cana-
dians, fostering new friendships and
practising their English.

The following stories are just two
from the hundreds of people who
have benefited from the programs
offered at Onward Willow. Both
women emigrated from China and
begin their stories by describing how
they felt and what they experienced
when they first arrived in Canada.
The women explain how the Family
Visitor program, the informal En-
glish classes, the other programs, and
the staff at Onward Willow have
made a difference in their lives.

o Ok koK

My name Yan Wang. I came to
Canada from China in September
1997. Everything seemed new to me
when [ first arrived. It was foreign
and very different from my own home
country. After settling down for a
few days I began to realize the diffi-
culties with immigrating. The lan-
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guage barrier was the main problem.
I did not understand what people
said. I dared not even step out of my
house because I was afraid I would
get lost and I did not know how to
ask people for directions home. I
could not go shopping. I felt like I
was dumb, deaf, blind, and handi-
capped. Five days later, I was taken
to work in a bakery in Toronto.
Because 1 did not know English, I
was looked down on. I suffered a lot
from the supervisor’s hot temper. 1
cannot even describe it thoroughly. I
was as if | were a dog. I did not work
there long.

I came to Family Gateway to learn
my English in October 1997. T was
touched when I was welcomed by
the group and the teacher’s hospital-
ity. Since then, I have come to the
group every week. I began to learn
my English alphabet. It was very
difficult for me to start learning be-
cause I did not know any of the
English alphabet at all. My age, 51,
is one of the problems. My memory
has decreased and sometimes I can
hardly rememberwhat I havelearned.
The teachers have taught me with
patience and hospitality. Whenever
1 did not understand, or if | forgot
something, they reviewed and re-
peated thelesson. Theyareeven more
patient than the teachers in the kin-
dergarten class. These are the two
Canadian teachers, Betty Anne
Mugford and Sam Zuber. They come
to teach us every week on time, dis-
regarding the reward. Their good
behaviour as well as Ali Hoang’s [the
Family Gateway receptionist and
translator for the group] is worth
respect. Through the time studying
with the teachers and the group, I
have benefited a lot! | began to learn
words for basic sentences in daily
language. I do not feel as dumb as I
felt before. Besides teaching us the
language, the teachers have also
helped the new immigrants, like me,
to know and understand more about
the environment in our area such as
the parks, the two Onward Willow
centres [Onward Willow and Fam-
ily Gateway], the gym at the schools,

the clothing room in Onward Wil-
low, and the health clinic at Family
Gateway, etc. | received some emer-
gency food and clothes which helped
me overcome many difficulties.

In addition to studying English at
the Family Gateway, | have made
more friends and [ now know my
neighbours. My view has become
wider through many activities. I find
my life is much better than before.
am not afraid of going out like [ was
before. Now I can go shopping to
buy food and clothes. I can go to the
bank to deposit or to cash money for
myself. As English is my second lan-
guage, I dare not expect to learn
English beyond a certain level. Be-
sides,Iam too old tolearn. However,
if my teachers are willing to teach, [
will keep on studying. I will try to
work harder on studying than the
young people in order to catch up to
my class. I hope I can speak some
more English so that I can talk with
the English-speaking people. T will
be very satisfied if I am able to take
the citizenship test in a few years. |
feel that two hoursaweek istoo short
to learn English. I hope we can have
more time to study so that I can
master English as soon as possible.

Aok Kok

My name is Niang Ye. Lhave lived
in Guelph, Ontario for five years.
Like many other immigrants, I en-
tered a very strange world when 1
first stepped on this land five years
ago from China. Since that day, I
began to learn about this placeand to
adapt to this society. Also, since that
day I have faced more challenges in
my life. My lifestyle has changed
totally. Culture shock, the change-
able weather, and the language bar-
rier were multiple challenges to a
new immigrant like me who came
without any English background.

First of all, the language barrier
discouraged me from looking for a
family doctor. My husband had come
to Canada two years earlier than L.
He could speak only a little English.
Heworked ina factory foran average
income.  have no relatives or friends
in Canada, and since I couldn’tspeak
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English, I seldom went out. I would
rather stay home all day than go out.
When my husband went to work, 1
went to school to learn English. I was
so nervous facing the many peoplein
the class. I also felt ashamed to ask
the teacher questions whenever I did
not understand what the teacher
taught. When the teacherasked mea
question, I did not know how to
answer. [t was as if | were deaf and
dumb in the class. [ stayed silently
until the classwas over. Finally, L had
to give up learning English at school.

When my first child was born, my
stress increased. The weight on my
shoulders seemed heavier. I was not
only worried about myself, but also
for the future of my child. I did not
know how to take care of a child or
how to teach my child. I did not
know how to ask for help. When my
husband went to work, I felt lonely
and without hope. I had no where to
go and no one to talk to.

Things changed in my life since [
had a Family Visitor visit my house.
First of all, she came to my house to
interview me. She spoke the same
language as I did as we had both
emigrated from the same country.
She had come to Canada three years
earlier than I had and we quickly
became friends. The Family Visitor
introduced mc to all the programs at
the Family Gateway and Onward
Willow and recommended which
programs would be good for me. She
usually told me some news about
what was happeningaround ourarea.
She told me how to take care of my
babies in terms of nutrition, play,
and their development. Sometimes,
she helped me translate documents.
She also introduced me to many
friends who lived in our
neighbourhood. My knowledge was
growing and my lifein Canada started
then. The Family Visitor helped me
in many different ways. She was the
one person always available when [
was in need. I began to feel the world
around me was not as strange any-
more because of the concern shown
to me from many other people in the
community. | no longer felt alone.
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The Family Visitor asked me to
join “Friends’ Circle,” which is a
group of Chinese people who gather
together to learn English witha trans-
lator. I loved joining them. I like this
group very much. In such an infor-
mal English class with the friendly
facilitators and translator, I felt more
comfortable to practice and under-
stand English quicker. T have learned
daily conversation from this group.

In addition, I have also partici-
pated in many different activities
and made a lot of new friends. I take
my children to the Onward Willow
and Family Gateway to join the
children’s play group program. I am
glad that they are getting better day
by day. I also have joined another
program for parents, the “Parent
Workshop.” I found that it is relax-
ing and my creativity has been ex-
plored through working with vari-
ous forms of art. Some of the parents
speak the same language as me and
some speak English.

Thanks to the Family Visitor we
found a family doctor in Guelph.
Whenever [ needed to see the doctor,
she would come and help me. My
application for subsidized daycare
and affordable housing was approved
quickly because of the help from the
Family Visitor Coordinator and the
Family Visitor. [ really appreciated
their help.

Because of funding cuts and be-
cause the Family Visitor wanted to
continue her profession, which she
obtained in China, we no longer
have a Family Visitor to come and
visit us at home. My worries have
increased with her leaving. We (my
husband and I) have a lot of trouble
with the language barrier. When we
receive letters from the government
or the bank, we do not know what
the letters are about. We risked fill-
ing in some forms or cards without
knowing the content thoroughly.
That’s why I got into trouble.

Once | received a letter from the
governmentand I worried aboutwhat
the letter said. I took it to the Family
Gateway centre and asked for help.

When [ discovered the newly-hired

receptionist could speak my language,
Iwas so happy. Thanks to the recep-
tionist, I found out that the letter was
regarding an almost 1,000 dollar fine
for an overpayment of parental leave
benefits which my husband applied
for when our third child was born. It
was as if | went through a thunder-
storm. We did not know what was
going on and what mistake we had
made when filling out the cards.
Thanks to the help from the Coordi-
nator of the centre, the Family Visi-
tor Coordinator, the Community
Development Worker, and the
receptionist’s translation, we finally
sorted out the cause of the problem.
It was due to a misunderstanding of
the English language and the system.
They tried hard to advocate for my
case and finally the fine was waived
and we only had to return the over
payment. [t was really stressful for us
during that time. We finally have
had a break and some relief since
then. [ am very grateful to them and
appreciate their help.

Now 1 really feel that learning
English is very important to my life.
I still come to the “Friends’ Circle”
to learn English regularly. I hope I
can pick up English as soon as I can
so that [ can be adept to the society
withoutbotheringothers. I am thank-
ful to the two English facilitatorsand
the translator who have volunteered
their time over the years to help us
learn in an informal way. Now I can

"When we receive
letters from the
government we

do not know what

the letters are
about. We
risked filling
in forms without
knowing the
content. That's why
| got into trouble.”
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understand the daily conversation
people use and I can talk with others
in English, although with some dif-
ficulties. I am very grateful to them
and appreciate their hospitality. My
English is getting better. I already
passed my citizenship test and be-
came a Canadian citizen. | am very
proud of that. I do not know how to
express my gratefulness to them, as
well as to those who have helped me
to solve many problems during the
past. All I want to say to them is
“thank you.”

KokK KK

The Better Beginnings, Better Fu-
tures Projects were based on a model
of primary prevention and early in-
tervention for young children. The
Home Visitor program in this model
was specifically developed by each of
the neighbourhood sites to meet the
needs of their communities. One of
the strong policy directions in the
Better Beginnings, Better Futures
model was hiring culturally diverse
staff who represented the language
and culture of each host community.
The result of this policy was the
linking of new immigrant and refu-
gee families to community supports
where they live. In the Onward Wil-
low Project, Home Visitors are se-
lected based on their ability to do
outreach in the communityand meet
new families with young children.
Rather than focusing on education—
although some of the Home Visitors
havebeen professionalsin their coun-
try of origin—the emphasis was
placed on their knowledge of child-
hood development, difficulties fami-
lies with young children experience,
barriers faced by immigrant families,
and their ability to emphathize and
be sensitive to the needs of the fami-
lies. One of the most important skills
needed by the culturally diverse
Home Visitors is the ability to help
new Canadian families build a social
support network within their own
communities which is sustainable
over time. The Better Beginnings,
Better Futures Project was based on
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the premise that neighbourhood resi-
dents had the capacity to provide the
outreach and support needed in their
communities to make the projects
successful in their attempt to better
the life chances for young children
and their families. The Home Visi-
tors represent the community as they
connect with families with young
children from all cultural and ethnic

backgrounds.
Thestories were translated by Ali Hong.

Susan Crouse graduatedfrom the Uni-
versity of Guelph in December 1998
with a Master of Arts degree in Sociol-
ogy. During the course of her studlies,
she has volunteered at the Onward
Willow, Better Beginnings Better Fu-
tures project. Through her six-year in-
volvement in the project she has sat on
the Neighbourhood Leadership Group,
the Management Board Leadership,
The Human Resources Team, as well
as a variety of other teams and commit-

£ UNIVERSITH

& YORK

TUNEVERSTTY

The Department of Philosophy, Atkinson College, has a tenure-stream
appointment at a beginning or mid-career level, to start July 1, 2000.
Candidates should be able to teach and help organize upper level courses in
professional ethics, and have some interdisciplinary background. In addition
to their discipline-specific expertise, candidates will be expected to have:
strong research credentials in areas in which there is a high demand for TEL
(technologically enhanced learning) delivery; a firm commitment to using
the Internet or other technologies in teaching; research interests in the

Toronto, Canada

tees. Through this work and her educa-
tion, she bas learned a great deal abour
the systemic barriers facing women, the
poor, visible minorities, and those who

do not speak English as their first lan-
guage.

Ali Hoang came to Canada four years
ago. She received her high school di-
ploma in Canada and then went to a
local business to participate in their job
search program for new Canadians.
She chose a job placement ar Onward
Willow. A year later she joined the
“Friends Circle” at Onward Willow as
a volunteer translator for one year.
When the position for Receptionist and
Family Support Worker became avail-
able, she applied for the job. It was
part-time at first, but then became
[full-time when Family and Children’s
Service moved into the Family Gate-
way. Ali speaks Mandarin, Cantonese,
Vietnamese, and English and provides
translation services for many Asian

immigrant people in the neighbourhood,

assessment of TEL/distance education; and a firm commitment to participat-
ing in a pan-university initiative to advance York’s interests in TEL/distance
education. Atkinson College is a Faculty of York University whose mission is
to provide a range of degree programs for adult students studying on a part-
time basis, primarily through evening courses and both evening and daytime
courses in the summer. Required: PhD in philosophy; publications in philos-
ophy; expertise in technologically enhanced learning (e.g. Internet); special-
ization primarily in ethics; ongoing research in philosophy; and teaching
experience relevant to the courses mentioned above. Administrative skills
will be considered an asset. Applicants should mail or fax a curriculum vitae,
together with three letters of reference, to: Prof. S. B. Mallin, Chair,
Department of Philosophy, Atkinson College, York University, 4700 Keele
Street, Toronto, Ontario M3] 1P3; FAX: (416) 736-5766. The deadline for
receipt of applications is January 17, 2000.

York University has a policy of employment equity, including affirmative action for
women facully. In accordance with Canadian immigration requirements, this advertise-
ment is directed to Canadian citizens and permanent residents of Canada.
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