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Executive Summary

Better Beginnings, Better Futuresis a 25-year primary prevention policy research
demonstration project. Its major purpose is to assess the extent to which community-based
programs can be effective in preventing emotiond, behaviourd, physcd and cognitive problems
in children from economicaly disadvantaged communities. An equally important goa of the
project isto strengthen families and communities. At present, eight neighbour hoods across the
province have Better Beginnings projects. Each project provides a range of programs and
services to its community. These include programs such ashome visiting and parent groups for
the five communities whose projed focus on families with childrenfrombirth to four years of
age, and classoom enrichment and before- and after-school programs for the three communities
whose projects focus on families with children from four to eight years of age.

One of the most important requirementsthat had to be met by those communities who
receved funding to become Better Beginnings Stes was a Sgnificant involvement of community
residents in the planming, development and implementation of programs that would be offered
through the project. Consequently, resdents have been involved not only as participants in
Better Beginnings programs, but as program developers, committee members, volunteers,
advocaesfor the project, and staff, anong many other roles. Residentsworked in partnership
with service providers, non-resident staff, government officials and others to establishawide
range of prevention programs and activities at their sites

The involvement of commurnity residents as partners in program devel opment, rather than
merely recipients of programs, has produced a unique experience for all those who have been
part of the project. In order to provide somefeding for this uniqueness, we attempted, in this
report, to collect information in a different way. Rather than asking specific questions about
specific aspects of the program, as we had in previous studies, we asked individuals who had
been involved in Better Beginnings to tell us a story about their life in the project. We asked
them to tell uswhat life was like before they became involved, and thento recount their
involvement with the project from its earliest stages up to the present, describing their activities,
fedlings about the project, difficulties and challenges they encountered, and the impact the
project had on their lives.

The Story-Tellers

A tota of 81 individuals (mostly residents who currently reside, or formerly resided, in a
Better Beginnings neighbourhood) who had had a meaningful involvement in the project asa
program participarnt, staff member, or volunteer, and who had resided in the community for at
least two years toldtheir stories to aninterviewer. These individual svaried widely in terms of
marital status age, and cultural badkground. A pproximatdy half had childrenwho were pat of
the “focal cohort” of childrenwho have beenthe prime red pients of the programs, and who are
being regularly assessed to determine the impact of the project on their health and well-being.
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What It Was Like Before Better Beginnings

For some individual s life before ther involvement in Better Begimings*“weas fine”. For
these individuals, Better Beginnings was jud one more activity in an active life that included
many other kinds of involvements with the community over anextended period. For most of our
story-tellers, however, life had been hard. They reported feelings of iolation and a lack of
purpose, language barriersthat made it difficult to become actively involved in their
communities, low self-esteem, and for some individuals, severe emotional distress. They
described a smilar situation for their children. T hey told how their children lacked constructive
activitiesand opportunities to interact with othe families and children, and how thislad of
affordable activities led to problems in coping with the demands of child-rearing. They also
talked about their communities, and how the high levels of crime and violence, and the negative
perceptions of their communities, affected both themsel ves and their children.

First Contacts with the Project

Their first involvement with Better Beginnings occurred in anumber of ways. They came
into contact with the project

through relatives, friends and neighbours who were themselves involved inthe project
through contact with a Better Beginnings staff member or volunteer

through areferral by a service provider from a comnmunity agency

through someone from their child's school (eg., ateacher, the principal)

» through their child’ s involvement in the project

e through newdletters or flyers distributed by the project

« through notices or word of jobs with the project

Types of I nvolvement

Our story-tdlers recounted many waysin which both they and their children had been active
in the project. Their children had participated in awide range of programs (e.g., before- and
after-school programs, play group, snack programs). The respondents themselves had also
participated in many different programs (e.g., community kitchen, received vidts from a
community visitor, attended a parents group). T hey also participated in other waysin the
project — as front-line volunteea's (eg., at play groupsand drop-ins, or making food for
community celelrations), as volunteers in planning, fundraising, advocacy and project
adminidration, and as paid staff (occasional, part- and full-time) for the project.

Challenges, Obstaclesand Barriers

For the most part, our respondents were very positive about their Better Beginnings
experiences. They did, however, encounter a number of obstacles and challenges:
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* many individuals felt uncomfortabl e working with service providers from community
agencies, particularly at the beginning of the project

» there were etic tensions and conflicts withinthe projects

» thelong-ganding, continuing problemsand tensons in the comnunity at times seemed too
much for the project to overcome

» dradic autsto sodal services by the provincial governrment placed an additional stress on
residents of Better Beginnings comnmunities and made it difficult to focus on prevention

* community members who werehired as staff members were resented by community
members who were unsuccessful in securing staff positions

» volunteers had difficulty juggling responsibilities to their familiesand to the project, and at
times experienced stressand burnout (particularly at the begnning of the project whenthere
were fewer volunteers to share the work)

* parents sometimes encountered negative parenting practices in other parents who attended
Better Beginnings programs, and this made them uncomfor table and reluctant to attend
future program sessions

* male dory-tellers often felt that too few males were participating in Better Beginnings, and
that not enough was done to attract male partidpants and volunteers to the project

e interviewees reported that thare were insuffident resources, daffing or fecilities to operate
some of the programsat an adequate level of quality

» there waslittle programming available for children outside of the targeted age range

Benefitsfor Residents

Despite these challenges and difficulties, those who told us their stories reported many
benefitsthat they, their familiesand their communities had experienced as a result of ther
participation in Better Beginnings. In terms of their own experience, respondents reported

e agreder senseof corfidence and control

* enhanced self-esteem and a sense of purpose in life

» satidaction from helping others

* improved work skillsthat furthered their career and educationa development

» greater knowledge about community resources

* more comfort and confidence in dealing with community agencies

» greater politica awareness and empower ment

* more friendships and enhanced support networks

» greaer emotional support during times of stressand crisis

» concrete support (in terms of food, clothing, transportation, etc.) during times of need
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Benefitsfor Children

They aso reported many benefits that their children derived from participating in the
project:

» the opportunity to beinvolved in activities (e.g. trips, plays, creative arts) that they would
have been unlikely to experience without the project

» opportunitiesto play and interact with other children

» emotional and other forms of support from Better Beginnings staff members

referrdsfor hedth problems

improvementsin behaviour and socid ills

greater confidence and independence

improved language skills and cognitive devel opment

enhanced feelings of cultural pride and awareness

The respondents indicated that many of the benefits that they derived from the project also
benefited their children. They reported

* greaer knowledge about child-rearing and improved parenting skills

» emotiona support and respite from the demands of child-rearing

» being better role models for their children

* experiendng improvemens in their own self-eseem and satiSaction which they felt was
transmitted to their children.

Benefits for Communities

Those who told their stories dso described how their communities had benefited from the
project. They described communitiesin which

» community members had a better understanding of other cultures

» there were decreased levels of racism and racial conflict

» there was greater safety and security for community residents

» there was a greate sense of connection among community residents

» the physical appearance, in terms of cleanliness and attractiveness, had improved

A Better Future

The gtories people shared with ustold us that Better Beginnings had worked in the way it
was supposed to. People spoke about how the project had changed their lives, their children’s
lives and their communities, and how they had played an active role in the change process.
Degpite the many stones (and the occasional boulder) on the path from Better Begimingsto
Better Futures, it seemsthat most of our story-tellers had reached their destination.
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Preface

A story is a unique means of communication. It weaves words, experiences and emotions
into something that brings the reader or listener into the world of the story-teller. Telling one's
own story isan act of courage; it exposes the story-teller’slife to judgement, evaluation, and
possible censure or ridicule. It isaso an act of great intimacy, for it isan invitation to sharein
the most powerful and meaningful events in one'slife. People who have suffered hardship and
adversity, and people who have experienced redemption and great joy, seem to have a powerful
need to tell their stories. The stories help them to make sense of their experiences, to give those
experiences meaning and sgnificance, and to gain ingght into who they are and what is
important to them. Stories also help to build a bridge of understanding between the story-teller
and the listener. Not surprisingly, stories are a powerful way to teach important lessons, and
have been used by great teachers throughout higory.

For this report, we asked those community residents who have been a part of Better
Beginnings, Better Futuresto tell their stories. Rathe than asking them specific quegions about
particular aspects of their involvement, we invited them to start at the beginning, telling us
about their lives before their association with the project, and then to take us along with themas
they experienced all the different dimensons of the project. Our report travdswiththemon
their collective journey from Better Beginnings to Better Futures; we begin by describing
peopl€ slives before they were introduced to the project, and then we move through the
different phases of their involvement, discussing the milestones, events and obstacles that they
encountered dong theway. Much of thisreport will look smilar to past reports, of necessity,
we have taken brief quotes and excerpts from peopl € s stories to highlight variousthemes. In
order to convey the true power of a story, however, it is necessary to tell it in its entirety. For
thisreason, we include in the report a brief verson of one person’s story from each of the
Better Beginnings projects. By sharing these few stories, we wish to honour dl the sories of dl
the individuals who live in Better Begimings communities Each hasatale to tell, and alesson
to teach us.

| came to Canada from Chinafour yearsago. My husband worksin afactory, and
we have two children. When | arrived | couldn’'t understand any English at al, and
my husband understood just alittle. | was so scared to go outside and I'd rather
stay home all day long. We didnt have a family doctor because wedidn't know
how to find one. | tried to go to ESL class to learn English when my husband was
at work, but sitting in abig class, | was too nervousto talk and embarrassed to ask
guestions. Most of the time | jug sat there quietly until the class ended.

Once | became pregnant with my first child, there was even more stress in my life.
| worried not only about myself but also about my child's future. | wanted to learn
how to provide good care for my child, how to cope with problems in the prenatal
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and postnata care, but | didn't know where to obtain the necessary knowledge and
whom to ask for advice. | was anxious about being anew mother. When my
husband wert to work and |eft mealone | felt even lonelier and more hopeless.
There was nobody to talk to or share my fedings with.

After | had beenin Canada ebout ore year, a Family Visitor took the inititive to
come to my house for visits. She migrated to Canada three years earlier than | did,
and spoke the same language and came from the same country as| did, so we
freely shared our fedlings and experiencestogether. Not long after, we became
good friends. My life changed after the home visitor began to visit me regularly.
She brought me news regarding our neighbourhood, shared information which |
wanted to know about, trandated many flyers and materids into Chineseto let me
learn, and introduced me to the neighbours... It really opened up my mind and got
me out of the isolaed life. She helped me in many ways and was easily contacted
and asked for. | started to fed that the world around me wasn't so strange and
fearful, and | was concerned about and taken care of by mary people. | didn't feel
lonely anymore.

| joined an ESL class through Better Begimings Because the classwas informal
and the teachers were friendly, | felt so relaxed and comfortable to talk. I've
learned many everyday English words and conversations. | actively joined the
group activitiesand had made so many friends, not only people who speak
Chinese, but also people who speak English. | helped meke food for the party to
celebrate Chinese New Y ear to introduce and share our culture with the people
who have different cultural backgrounds.

Better Beginnings has helped my family with so many things My Family Visitor
helped me find a Chinese-speaking doctor in town, and she served as aninterpreter
when necessary. My Visitor showed me how to use many ervices and resources
in the city, and | know where and whom | should go to ask for help. Better
Beginnings helped get my oldest daughter into a specid needs program, and | can
see big changes in my daughter's social behaviour and language devel opment. |
deeply know that my family's life couldn't have such big change without the
support and help of the people from the project and the friends from the

nei ghbourhood.
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Prologue:
The Better Beginnings, Better Futures Project

Better Beginnings, Better Futuresis a 25-year primary prevention policy research
demonstration project. Its major purpose is to assess the extent to which comnunity-based
programs can be effective in preventing emotiond, behavioura, physca and cognitive problems
in children from economically disadvantaged communities. More specifically, the goas of the
project are:

I To reduce the incidence of preventable serious, long-term emotional and behavioural
problems in children;

To promote the optima emational, behavioural, socid, physica and cognitive
development in children at highest risk for such problems;

I To strengthen the ability of communities to respond effectively to the socid and
economic needs of children and their families.

At present, there are projects operating in eight communities around the province, one
of which ison a native reserve. Since 1997, these sites have received funding from the
provincia government on an annualized basis. Each project provides a range of programs and
services to its community. These include programs such as home visiting and parenting groups
for the five communities whose projects focuson families with children from birth to four years
of age, and before-and-after school programs and classroom enrichment for the three
communities whose projects focus on families with children from four to eight years of age.
Each site ismanaged by a project director or coordinator, who is regponsble to aboard or
committee comprised largely of community residents. Programs are provided by paid staff
menmbers, many of whomare community residents, and a large number community volunteers.

One of the most important requiremerts that had to be met by those communities
seeking funding as a Beter Begimings site wasa significant and meaningful involvement of
community residents in the planning, development and implementation of programs. The
document which outlined the major themes and prindples underlying the initiative (M CSS,
1989) stated that:

it is important that members of the community have key responsibilitiesfor
decison-making about the design, implementation and evauation in community-
based primary prevention programs (p. 70).

Consequently, residents associated with Better Beginnings are invol ved not just as participants
in programs; they aso develop, implement and administer programs, sit on committees, do
outreach to other community members, meke presentations on behelf of the project, work as
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gaff membersand volunteers, and ahost of other things. The sories that form the basis of this
report, then, are stories of individuals who have had a wide range of different experiences with
the project.

My ex-wife and | first got involved with Better Beginnings in the summer of 1994.
My son David was not born yet. Hewas about to be. My wife was having
complications with her pregnancy, and the Public Health Nurse told us about
Better Beginnings. In the winter of ' 95, | split up with my wife, and | had custody
of David. | went to a Family Committee Concerns meeting, and | felt comfortable
there. | used to be a shy person who would sit back, but with Better Beginnings |
have become more outspoken. | soon became involved with the child care
committee, special everts committee, the Action Group, Nobody’ s Perfect, and a
couple of housing project committees.

There were a lot of groups for moms. | redly felt that there should be something
for the dads, cause the dads have questions and concerns just like moms. But they
feel more comfortable in agroup of dads, and just talking, and sometimes even just
getting together with 6-7 dads and play a game of pool or something. | arranged
to coordinate adad s group with another dad, and we meet twice a monthin my
house. The groupis run by dl the dads, not by the coordinators. 1t has hedped me
inraisng my child, and | know it has helped the others, too. We dl gain by
learning about each other’ s experiences.

Being involved with Better Beginnings has allowed me to take a few courses such
asfird aid, CPR, and leadership. Jud this morning my son spilled a cup of hot
coffee over hischest and neck. David wasredly burned, and he was screaming in
pain. But | calmed hmdown, and | knew how to treat hisburn. And two years
ago my son had an asthmaattack at 3:30 in the morning. | gave him CPR and
mouth-to-mouth resuscitation because he gopped breathing. 1f it wasn’t for
Better Beginnings sponsoring those two courses, | don't know what would have
happered to David. | would have panicked and | wouldn’'t have known how to
help him.

David started going to the child-care program when he was three months old. He
isnow two years old, and he is really advanced for his age, he is ale to do things
that four year-olds are doing. | fedl if David wasn’t mixed in with the older
children, (up to four years of age) he wouldn't be as far as he is. When David was
four months old, he started going to story time. T he child-care workerswould sit
the infants on their lgps and the older children would sit on mats, and they would
read stories. The younger ones would see the older kids, how they were sitting,
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and how they were playing, and that showed them that it can be done, that they
candoittoo. Sol realy thirk alot of the child-care.

Better Beginnings isn’t just there for the children It is aso there for the parerts.
It shows us a better way, shows us that there are thingswe can do with our
children, that there is a better way of living.

The Story-Tellersand How Their StoriesWereTold
Whose Stories?: Selection of Interviewess

We decided that three broad criteriawould be used for selecting interviewees who
would tell us their dories:

. the interviewee would have to have had meaningful involvement in the project, either as
aparticipant, staff member, or volunteer;

. she/he would have to have been along-term resident of the community;

. for haf of those interviewed at each Site, the person wasto have been amember of the

“focal cohort” (meaning that their children were being assessed each year to determine
what kind of impac the project had had on them).

In addition, the research committee at each site was to decide on additiond criteriaiit
might use inselecting interviewees for that site. Included in the list of criteria the committees
considered were gender, age (including age of the children), language, culture, and current
resident status.

A total of 81 individuals were interviewed across 7 of the eight sites (the seven urban
Better Beginnings sites partidpated in this research; the non-urban reserve site did not). Of
these, thelarge majority (87%) were womren. In two interviews the male and female members of
a couple were interviewed together; inthe rest of the interviews the regpondents were
interviewed donre. The number of interviews conducted at each dteranged from 7 to 16, with
most Stes conducting adozen or S0 interviews. All of those interviewed met the criteria
established for slection, in that they had either volunteered, served as paid staff on the project,
or participated in the project’s programs. Many had bot h volunteered and worked as staff on the
project. All respondents had lived in thecommunity for at least 2 yea's, with some having lived
in the community as long as 25 years. Most had lived in their communities for four to ten years.
Participants varied widely in terms of marital status, age (their own and their children’s), and
cultural background. Respondents came from a wide range of cultures and parts of the world,
including south North and Central America, Europe Ada thefar Ead, Africa and South
Ameica
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The Story Interview

This report was based on stories told by community residents at each of the Better
Beginnings sites. We used an interview guide to help our respondents organize their stories, but
the purpose of the guide wasto alow the person being interviewed to tell her or hisstory ina
comfortable and complete manner. Prior to each interview, the interviewee was sent a leter
stating the following:

Thanks for agreeing to be interviewed about your experiences with Better
Beginnings. Our purpose in doing thisinterview is to haveyou tell your story
about being part of Better Begmingsand what your involvement has meart to
you. In telling your story, we' d like you to think about the following:

1. What was it like before you got involved with Better Beginnings?

2. How did you first get involved with Better Beginnings?

3. What was it like whenyou first got involved?

4. What kindsof things did you do?

5. What kindsof things have been particularly satisfying, meaningful or rewarding for
you?

6. What kinds of things have been difficult or challenging?

7. What difference has Better Beginnings made in your life?

For the interview, itself, the interviewer began by saying:

Aswe said before when wetalked about the interview, we wanted to give you a
chance to tell your story about being a part of Better Beginnings and what it's
meant to you. Why don’t you just start wherever you'd like and tell me your
story.

The questions that were sent earlier to prepare the person for the interview were then
used when required as prompts during the interview proper. The interviews were open-ended
and the interviewer frequently asked additional questionsto obtain more information about the
interviewee s experiences. Prior to being interviewed, the interviewer explained the purpose of
the research, and had the respondent complete aform indicating consent to participate in the
research. The interviewers were usually the ste researcher and/or assistant site researcher, but
occasiondly other individuas associated with the research team conducted the interviews. The
great mgority of the interviews were conducted during the spring and summer of 1997.

Analysis of the Interviews

Thefirst stepin the analysis processwas to transcribe each interview. A brief (3 or 4
page) summary was then written for each interview, and the summary was given to the
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interviewee for higher review. A “grounded theory” approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was
used in analyzing the data from the interview transcripts. In a grounded theory approach, the
major themes and constructs that are used to organize the interview information come from the
interviews themselves, rather than being conceived by the researchers before reviewing the
interview transcripts. The site researcher read through each transcript, identifying the mgor
themes, topics, issues and ideas contained in that transcript. Each theme or issue was assigned a
code which was then used to identify al instances in which that theme came up, either inthe
same interview, or in interviews with other residents. For example, the code “parenting skills”
was used to identify portions of interviews in which respondents commented on how their
participation in Better Beginnings helped them become better parents. The research team at
each site then made a list of all the codes or themes that appeared in the interviews at that site.
Each code was accompanied by notes indicating where on the interview transcripts quotes
relating to that code could be found. Thesite researchers from the seven sites then forwarded
the brief summeries of their interviews, the interview transcripts, their list of themes or codes,
and any analytic commentsto the program development/mode group, which organized the
codes from all sitesinto a master list. This list formed thebasis of the cross-site report.

When my twin boys were first born, they were very pale, but | didn't noticeit as
much because | kind of blinded myself to it. And my Family Visitor noticed
straight away how pale they were. And | would take them to Better Beginnings,
like the red of the parents would. | had taken them to the doctor’s, and she had
told me she wanted some tests done on them two weeks from that day. That
morning, | took them to Better Beginnings, and the Community Nurselooked at
them, and shetook mestraight to (pediatric hospitd) because she noticed how
pale they were, and that their feet were swollen. So we got there, and they had
severe anemia, and low protein. The Community Nurse stayed with me all the
time throughout the emergency.

One day when the Community Nurse came to the house for a visit, my son was
gasping for air. The Nurse told me to phone the doctor, and the doctor wanted us
to wait two days for an appointment! The Community Nurse got on to the phone
and insisted that the doctor see usright away. But when we got to the doctor’s
office, all she was going to do was put them on Ventolin. The Community Nurse
wouldn’t accept that, and she said we had to go to the hospital. A few weeks
later, they still had breathing problems, they till had a cough, they weren’t gaining
weight like norma children would. When they were diagnosed with Cystic
Fibross, the Community Nurse wasthefirst person | caled to tdl, even before my
husband. So | phoned her, because shewas the one person | knew | could talk to.
| knew | could break down with her and | didn't want to do that to my husband.
And she wasthere for me.
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The Community Nursevisited me at the hogital. Shetook me back and forth to
the hospitd alot, and Better Beginnings gave me bustickets so | didn’ t always
have to depend on others for rides... They gave me a big package with stuff for
the kids and for us. The people at Better Beginnings were there for me. | needed
that support. | don't think I could have gotten through it without support from the
Community Nurse my Family Visitor, and the other people | talked to there. |
would have found it a lot harder.

My older son had a really good time at Playgroup. He made aredly good friend
there, it was the first child that hereally started to play with. Better Beginnings
made my son learn to mix with other kids, and learn to share, you know, the
norma things tha kids need to learn. Now that welive out of thearea, thereare
no groups around here wherethey can go. | fear them mixing with other kidsin
case they catch something and they end up in the hospital. But if there was a place
like Better Beginnings for them to go, | 'm sure | could overcome that fear. The
twins are behind in their development, and | wonder if they would be so far behind
if they were going somewhere like Better Beginnings. | think about it, a group like
that would really go well around here. | missit. And | think the kids would have a
lot of funthere playing. My son used to just havea bdl when he went to
Playgroup, there was just so muchto do.

My kids are alive! If it wasn’t for the Community Nurse acting when she did,
especialy when my son was having the breathing problems, | wouldn’t have them
now.

The Tale Unfolds

Beforethe Beginning: What It Was Like Before Better Beginnings

1. Lifewasfine

For some Better Beginnings participants, life was fine before their involvement in the

project, and the project was just something inter esting to be involved in:

..my life personally wasfine. | had lots of thingsin my lifeto do. | wasn't
working, | was on disability so | had channeled my energies into other avenues.

A number of those who were interviewed were already active in their communities,

volunteering with community agencies or in their local schools:
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| was involved with the Community Information Directory, and | was involved
withthe Family Service Associaion and on thar West Conmittee ... A char of
[community association], people would come to me at my office to get things
signed and 0 on, so it wasreally very much a volunteer job.

2. Lifewashard

For the majority of respondents, however, life was lessthan fine. Many of these
individuas spoke about fedings of isolation, boredom and a lack of purposein their lives:

| didn't know anybody, didrit go out at al ... | usually wasn't home. | used to go
to my mom’s and just come home to sleep ... | didn't know the community at all.
| just knew how to get to my building and that was it ... | didn't have anybody. |
was here by my=elf. When | moved in here | didnt have anything. No furniture,
nothing. It wasjust arocking chair and atelevison and alittle table, and with a
little baby, she was three months. | didn't know much about bahies.

| don't have any language barriers or anything like that, but being home alone |
felt very bored, very isolated, nothing to do; watched alot of TV.

| wasn't depressed. |'m avery hometype person. | wouldgoto, | wasasngle
parent. | would go to work, | had to be to work for 7:30 in the morning ard |
worked until 6 o'clock at night. So | dropped my kids off at day care, | worked
al day and at quarter to 6, | picked my kidsup at day care because the day care
closed at 6 and | would go home and its like they had been gone all day, like
we'd been apat all day and like I'm too tired to do anything. Here's your supper,
here's your bath, come on guys, I'm tired, and we'd just go to bed. We were just
exigting....We didnt do alot of fun thingsin life

After | was pregnant with my first child, there was more stress in my life. |
worried not only about myself but also about my child's future. | wanted to learn
how to provide good care for my child, how to copes with problens he prenatal
and postnatal care, but | didnt know where to obtain the necessary knowledge
and whom to ask for advice. | was anxious about being a new nother. When
my husband wert to work and |t mealone | felt even lonelier and more
hopeless. There was nobody to talk to or share my feeling with.

Right at the beginning, let’s say | was alone, more or lessisolated, with three
young children | worked part time for awhile. After that, | gopped altogether.
So | was completely isol ated.
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For some theisolaionthey experienced was due to their having recently movedto
Canada, with little knowledge of what was available in the community, and language barriers
that made it difficult for them to connect more with their surroundings:

At the time my husband could only under stand alittle English and | couldn't
understand any a all. | was s0 scared to go outsdeand I'd rather say home al
day long. We didn't have afamily doctor because we didn't know where and
how to find one.

When | came [to Canada and the B etter Beginnings community] | didn’'t have
any parers, no reldives ... | wanted to spend my whole time inthe school so |
can learn more Englishand | can enjoy life.

A number of respondents described having low self-esteem, relating to their lack of
meaningful work or ther gatusasa “low income” individual:

becausel come from upper mdde dass |'ve always fdt really guilty being on
Mother's Allowance...I still have that conflict of my bringing and kind of fallen
into this abusive rdationship that it took me dmost 10 yearsto get away from
my husband. To get the confidence to get away from him. And then
accidentally having 3 children that kind of made mefeel really cruddy.

Other residents reported feeling more sever e emotional distress, from depression to
thoughts of suicide:

Last year, | was withdrawn, unhappy, sad, angry, hurt, full of fears and o much
more. | wasfilled with a darknessthat also surrounded me. | constantly fought
with the memories from my past. | lost all hope and faith that my life would get
any better and | just wanted to give up. | beganto have suiddal thoughts
because dying would end the pain. | was rglected from programsin the past and
s0 | was not willing to reach out for help because | felt no one cared and no one
wanted to taketime, or the energy to help me Lag yea, | wasready to act on
my suicidd thoughts. | tried so hard to be a good parent to my child but | was
overwhelmed with my own issues. That day, | found it within me to reach out
for help because my child's father had died severd months before. | didn't want
to leave my child without a mother as well.

| became redly depressed... | would get up in the morning, send my kids to
school, and go back to bed and sleep the entire day, | just wasn't functioning,
doing absolutely nothing
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3. Our Children

Inaddition to their own sense of isolation and lack of involvement in the community,
many parents also reported alack of constructive adivities for children in the comnunity, as
well. Those activities that were available were often beyond the means of low income parents:

There werea very large number of children and when they came from school on
the other side of [street name], they were not alowed out again because of the
danger of crossing theroad. There were not services for themon the East side
of [street name].

We had very little money and we hardly ever went outddeonly to our school for
after school sometimes.

From afinancial point of view, we didn’t have that much money, so we were
pretty limited in the things we could do.

The lack of affordabl e ectivities for their children, comhbined with the sense of isolation
that many parents felt, often led parents to experience considerabledifficulty in coping with
the demands of child-rearing:

W, before [ Better Beginnings] happened, it waslike hell. It was just likethis
situation with me and my kids, it wasjust all down-hill, you know, because with
the three older ones it was hard, you know, brother and sister fighting and not
knowing how to play with each other but it's not like it is now.

Before | didn’t know [how totak to] my own kids. Now | know how to talk
with them. Bedorel get upset. Now, no, no, they are hyper you have to be cool.
Then you can handle these kind of children. In the beginning, | didn't know that
kind of thing.

| talked to the pediatrician who just told me that some children aremore
aggressive, boys tend to be more aggressive, to wait and see, by the time he's
threeit should stop. And | went back at three, sill having problems, so he says
go to a psychologist and talk to them. This persontold meto be more consistert,
and | was just ripping my hair out. | wasn't getting anywhere so | was calling
different agencies. | didn't know who they were or anything just using the phone
book and then | thought, | can't do this anymore, I'm exhausted, theyre
destroying the house...| decided | was going to cal Family and Children's
Services to see about getting them placed ina foster home.
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4. Lifeln Our Communities

A number of respondentstaked about what the neighbourhoods and communitiesin
whichthey lived were like before Better Beginnings. They reported high levelsof crimeand
violence in their communities, which added further to their sense of isolation:

There were some really rough addressesin there, specific houses with drugs and
violence and the whole hit and these people rule the roost kind of thing.

| didn't know anything about welfare until | experienced it in my life. So here |
was, single in public housing raising two kids on my own. | felt isolated and |
didn't drink, | didn't do drugs, | didn't like violence, | didn't like guns, war toys,
but | was put in a Stuaion wheretha was really common occurrences. In public
housing you can't choose who your neighbours are and because of my finandal
situation | had no choice in making that decision onwhether or not to go into
public housing. 1 just isolated myself and my kids and tried to bring them up
with my values. It was very hard, so | had to do alot of self-isolating, just so
they wouldn't see that or experience that type of life. A lot of kids are being
abused, alot of violence, alot of scary things, but, that housing community was
my life. That waswhere| lived, that was where | woke up every morning.

One of my earlied recollections of moving to the community was the police
going to residents, on the street | lived on, on an average of about 5 days a
week. Sometimes twice in one day. On the weekendsit was not uncomnon to
see themat two residences Everytime | saw tham for about the first month, |
thought they were coming to my home to notify me tha my ex-husband was
spotted inthe area and sert word that he would get us.

Residents were aware that their community was per ceived negatively by those
outside of their neighbourhood, and they felt the stigma of these per ceptions quite keenly:

Our community hasbeen sort of black marked ... [peoplethink of us ag scum of
the earth and welfare bums.

| moved to the neighbourhood approximately 10 years ago with my three boys, then
aged 6, 5, and 3. Beforemy move, | hadspent several yearsin protective custody and
this was going to be my firg time of completely venturing out on my own. My ex-
husband was considered "dangerous’ and | had just spent 4 years looking over my
shoulder where ever | went.
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There wasa lot of violence in the neighbourhood. | have seen stabbings, shoot
outs, women beaten in their own driveways, SW.A.T. teamsin my yard and
neighbours' yards, on the day of the Santa Claus Parade trying to get an armed
man out of his house. He was holding hisdaughter and wife as hostage

| became involved the day a young boy was hit by acar of adrunken neighbour's
boyfriend, right inmy driveway. | had withessed the whol e thing along with about
8 other people, and no one else waswilling to call the police. | began helping out
kids from troubled families by welcoming them into my home and having them join
my family urtil things at home were sorted out.

When | started with Better Beginnings, | didn't have aclue how to handle certain
situations For years | had just beenoperaing on pure instinct whenit came to
my own dreet and back yard. My experience camefrommy own shitty
background. When you grow up around alcoholics, beatings, rape, molestings,
drugs, prostitution and many, many secrets....wdl, it becomes your playground.

Y our instinctsbecome sharp, and so must your memory if you are going to
survive. It doesnt mean those ills you obtain are right, though, and thisiswhere
my uneasiness came in. | was scared that | would screw up. But therewasdways
someone to catch me during my first months with Better Beginnings.

There was a “ Club House” where neighbours would go and socialize. It was
pretty much theonly place for the children to go and hang out, but it was also a
breeding ground for anger. We started running programsright out of the Club
House. Soon some residents were getting involved with the office and
volunteering there and then getting placements. This was about the time there was
a considerable change in the area. Neaghbours garted helping each other out.
Eventudly there were only afew occasions every sx monthsor sothat | would
have an extra child in my house to care for and the police seemed to be coming
around less and less. We started seeing neighbours watching out for other
children. There are still some of the same people that have a difficult time. They
focus onthe negative and have a hard time seeing the podtive side to life, but there
are many otherswho can't help but fedl the effects of the ones who bring positive
outlooks. It can be contagious.

We arein adifferent community now but we haven't changed the way welivein a
community. We get back plerty of love and friendship from thisway of life. Now
| depend on some of the very people | used to help. A few yearsago | was
diagnosed with a disease that disablesmeto a point. | have days when | cant get
out of bed, can't do my grocery shopping, or drive myself to my doctor
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appointments Thetables can turninone fell swoop, and you canfind yoursdf on
the receiving line ingead of the giving line.

Thestaff phone me about once a day and sometimes ore of them comes over to
spend the day withme or an evening. | manage to see some of the childrenfrom
the neighbourhood. | am so fortunate to have the people around me that | do.
They help make my life comfortable and dignified. | am a proud person and my
lesson in the last few years hasbeen to learn how to accept help. This has been
such a hard lesson for me. It till isdifficult. This has allowed me to see the other
sideof Better Begimings. a better view of what it canreally do for those inneed.
(City Name) has become aricher city because of Better Beginnings. | don't mean
moretarily, | meaninthe heartsof the people. Thiscan't help but run over into
other areas, other communities in the city. People move away and they take
experience and knowledge with them. We are contagious! We spread love, caring
and understanding.
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The Beginning: First Contacts with the Project

How did people firg set upon the path from Better Beginningsto Better Futures? How
did they meke their first contacts with the program? Many of those who were interviewed made
their first contads with the project through relatives, friends and neighbourswho were
themselvesinvolved in the project:

I’ ve lived in this neighbourhood for over 25 years. | first started getting involved
with Better Beginnings probably when it started, when it first got going because
my Mom had went and applied for ajob and got it, and she started tdling me al
about it and | thought, ‘ Oh good, they have this, they have that, | am going to go
check it out.’

When | It [my ex-husband] | ended up in the shelter and there was nothing to
do at the shelter, it wasreally bad. They didn’'t have any activities | didn’t own
aTV, there was nothing. So my sister invited me to Better Beginnings
(Community House). | knew about it because of what she told me, she went
every sngleday.

I met up with this guy [at alocal park] who had a very large family and it ended
up being someone very involved in the community. His wifetold me about this
placeandit took meabout a month or two before | went to visit.

I moved to this neighbourhood in 1994. When | came here, | was asingle parent
with one child who wastwo and a half yearsoldand | didn’t have anybody to
help me. Neighbours knew about Better Beginnings and gave me their phone
number.

Wédll, | got involved in Better Beginnings about 7 yearsago. A friend of mine
was currently going to the [Better Beginnings] Group every second Wednesday,
and | was asingle parent with two kids...and debating whether to stay in [the
city] or move back to [my home province] and she said come to an [Better
Beginningg Groupwithme....I sad, no, I’'m not coming, I’'m not
interested...And she said, well, there is free child care and you'll get supper. So
| said, OK, I’'mgoing.

Oneof the key straegies for bringing people into the Better Beginnings fold wasto
maintain an active presence in the community. Staff members, volunteers and other individuals
associated with the project, for the most part, were residents of the community themselves, and
used their familiarity with the community to reach out to thosein the community:
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The process was slow as we hed to earn the trust from residents. We earned
their trug by becoming visheinthe community, walking the streets talking to
people, knocking on doors and handing out flyers. We had an open door policy
at the [Better Beginnings community] House with someone always there to chat
and have a coffee with. Word spread quickly about who we were, where we
were and what good work we did.

The success of this strategy was obvious from the accounts of the interviewees, alarge

number of whom had first become acquainted with Better Beginningsthrough contact with a
Better Beginnings staff member or volunteer:

She [community visitor] had friends in the same school with my kids Sometimes
shewasthere—shetold me‘l’'m working for [ Better Beginnings]’, gave me
information, and said we' d talk again. ‘| can go to your house and get
information’. After that, she became my community visitor.

I’m walking around the park and | see [Community Visitor] and she saysto me,
‘I didn't know you had ababy!’ ... | said that | adopted him ... And then she was
telling me about how next Monday morning she’s going to start working at
Better Beginnings.

| have achild. My son, he has ADD, Attention Deficit Disorder, and heisa
handful. Beyond ahandful! | used to take my son to catch hisbusin the
afternoon in Kindergarten. And | guess they heard me yelling or whatever
because | do have a big mouth and | don' t let himwak over me. Well anyway,
the Community Vistor Coordinator and the Administrative Assistant came out,
and the Community Vigtor Coordinator sarted coming out every day; she came
in for a coffee and said to come to the community centre. | wasn’t interested,
but she never gave up, the woman never gave up. So findly| said, ‘Fine, to get
you off my back, I’ll go to the community centre and have a coffee” So | went
over there and had my tea and other women were there and then | got to speak
to awoman. She became my Community Visitor.

| was never getting out of the house and it was redlly redlly depressing. | didn’t
know anybody around here. And then, one day, this woman who lives across the
court, sheisa Community Vistor, she came by with pamphlets and she said, * Hi,
we are here, there' s aplaygroup right there, the houseis over there’ and she
gave me thesepamples. But | had also been given the pamphlets by [city nameg]
Housing on Better Begimings, intheir kit that they give you whenyou movein
But | didn't really look at it much, so when she came over and gave me the same
thing, my first thought was, ‘ Oh, there's a playgroup, | can get out of the house.’
| just had nowhereto go with them.
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Someone who worked for Better Beginnings contacted me. When the woman
realized that |1 couldn’t communicate with her, she called a Somali woman to
help.

Wdll, | was a single mom and raising two kids. We had to leave our apartment
and go into a shelter before we got into housing, so it was pretty rotten. So we
finally got here into housing and we were here alnost a year and [Better
Beginnings staff person] used to walk by coming to the program collecting kids
for the kids group she was ruming. So mykids used to go. My daughter
wasn't quite old enough to get in with the rest of them, used to sneak in behind
her sister and they ended up inthese classes ... | had a hip replacement, so | was
kind of sitting around the house doing nothing, and | guess it was [Better
Beginnings staff person] called me and asked me if | wanted the job, you know,
working on the front desk for four hoursa week.

[the home vigitor] took the initiative to come to my house for visits. She
migrated to Canada three years earlier than | did, and spoke the same language
and came from the same country as| did, so we fredly shared our feelings and
experiencestogether. Not long after, we became good friends.

Several of the individuals who participated in the stories interviews indicated that they
first heard about Better Beginningsthrough areferral by a service provider from a
community agency with which they were aready involved:

[New mother who washaving prob emsbreast-feeding:]. She [public hedth
nurse] found out that | lived in the Better Beginningsarea[and shetold me] you
can go down to Better Beginningsand if the breast pump is available you can get
it for free. The qaff a Bette Beg mingsmade me feel so contortable tha |
asked for a parent visitor.

| was provided with asocial worker who asked me if there wasanything outside
the home she could do for me or providefor me. .. | needed to get out and
push myself to be with other parents and talk about my fedingsand this sort of
thing because as | say | was really getting too enclosed. So | wanted to get out
s the socid worker came back acouple of weekslater and said, | found this
project right in your neighbourhood called [name], and she gave me a phone
number and aname and a time too.

For families from the older cohort sites, it was often someone from their child’s school
(ateacher, the principal) who encouraged the parent to get involved in Better Beginnings.
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[The principal spoke with me while | was doing volunteer work at the local
elementary school, and]...“asked meif | wanted to be part of it, [Better
Beginnings], and she knew there was apodtion open, you know, for apart-time
secretary and that's what | used to do before, so | applied for the job, and |
started working.

Mrs. who was the principal of the school at the time...invited meto a
meeting, ad | came and sat, and | listened, and | observed.

For a number of those we interviewed, their involvement with Better Beginnings came

about through their children’sinvolvement in the project:

From the beginning, having four children, | had two of themthat took part.
That's how | found out about Better Beginningsis that two of my oldest children
took part in the after-school program at [school] and for the first year | just
heard how happy they were playing with their friends. Then the followingyear |
promised them that | would take part in it and go and help out. Because when |
would go pick themup | was asked by the gaff if | would hd p out.

It was through the school system originally, | think. Myself and the two kids
participated in something that was going on at one of the activities that [Better
Beginnings] was providing for the children. And we went and | thought it was a
really good idea.

All of the Better Beginnings sites distributed flyers, newsletters, and other materials

which were designed to inform residents of project programs and activities. T hese were oftenin
anumber of different languages, to attract individuas whose first language was not English.
Several interviewees indicated that they became aware of Better Beginningsthrough
newslettersor flyersdistributed by the project:

| had lived in the neighbourhood for four, five monthsbefore | got hired, so |
was trying to get to know the neighbourhood and thingslikethat. One day this
newsl etter was delivered to our door. It was published by Better Beginnings,
Better Futures. | read through it and two things caught my eye: one was that
there was assistance available for pregnant moms and moms with small children,
so | thought, it might be something that my wife could take advantage of. And
thenat theend of the newsletter | saw that they werelooking for Community
Visitors, who were from the neighbourhoods. And | said, * Community visitors,
Community visitors? So | caled, that wasthefirst time | cameto know the
name of the Community Visitor Coordinator.



From Better Beginnings to Better Futures:
Personal Stories of Cammunity Reddents

A flyer came into our mail box saying that they had different programs for
chilaren. Tha washow | found out about it.

| was reading one of the flyers hanging ... Oh, cometo this! Oh, okay I'll go and
try it out andthen| got hooked onit because they did sucha good job so |
decided to you know to help out and then | just started working

For afew individuals, it wasthe prospect of getting paid employment with the
project that led them to look into Better Beginnings:

Wil | wastold about the ad in the paper and the whole project, and then |
applied for the position of child care assistant, and then was hired.

When | first got involved with Better Beginnings, | wasa stay-a-home mom with
two young children — my youngest was jud a baby. Being homealonel felt very
bored, very isolated, nothing to do. | just sa around and watched a lot of TV. |
first heard about Better Beginnings from one of the parents | knew from the
school. She d <o told me “Oh there’ sthis program going on.” She went onand on
about it — the Better Beginningsdropin— and so | started coming. Really liking
it. Just sitting around with parents and letting the kids play and meeting people.
And then | joined the parents group.

Then ore of the people from the parents group asked me to come to a meeting. |
sad “wel, | can't cometo thismeeting, | have my children.” And she sad it
wasn't aproblem —that they would babysit — for free! The firs meeting wasin this
empty portable at the school and we sat around and talked about what we thought
the community needs, what we would like to seein the school, what we thought
the kids needed. From thereit just grew. The very first committee after that
meeting was either the nutrition committee or in-school committee. Then | was
doing outreach with the community development worker as well. Even before the
committees | was asked to sit on the hiring committee — to help hire the project
coordinator!

The first few months with the project felt amazing — very exciting. Very
empoweing, which wasaword | didn’t know back then, but I do now. It felt very
important, that this community was of some worth to people. | wastold over and
over again “you live in this comnunity, you have children; those things are
important and you have a valuable voice into what we' d like to seehappenhere”. |
was condantly being told that it's okay to peak up and that peopleare going to
value what you say.
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It's unbelievable to think that we started off in alittle portable. The parent who'd
started the parent group kept saying “it’s going to grow”, but | couldn’'t seeit. I'm
thinking “ no, we re going to meeting after meeting after meeting and planning all
these things and hiring all these people and nothing is happening”. Then December
hit and al these people were hired and the governrment was putting so much
pressureon usto have everything up and rumning in January. | remember going to
this Christmas function and everyone was so drained from having so much to do
and feeling so much pressure from the government to get everything going. It was
very sressful.

| wasexhausted but | loved it — | still do. Breaking the isolation was a big factor
for me. It changed my personality drastically. | never really pictured myself asa
shy person but | think when | came out around other people | was kind of shy and
laid back, and unless you spoke to me first, | wouldn’t speak to you first. Just
being able to talk to other parents made adifference — coming out and talking to
other parents, and getting involved and getting your ideason pgper. Having what |
had to say in the Newdetter was abig to do for me. Being accessible to the
principal and to the teachers, being known by the vice-principal. Being known and
feeling important that way has been redly good.

I’ve learned alot of skills, too. The coordinator encouraged me to take an
assartiveness training cour se, and that impacted my life alot. The learning, the
skills, being ableto say no, being able to balance your time. | dso got some
training on how to run a committee. That was helpful not only with committee
work, but on a personal level. Being able to balance time and what’' s important and
what’ s not important, being ale to communicae. Theworkshopshelped alot, too
— the parenting workshops with the Children’ sAid Society, for example.

How hasit affected my kids? In the early years, to be honest, they hated it. “Oh,
mom’ s going to another meeting, oh, mom’s going to another workshop, oh,

we' ve got to stay with the babysitter”. But | try to say to them, you’ re getting free
trips, we're getting bussed to Ontario Place, to Pleasure Valley, we wouldn’t be
doing any of those things because | don’'t have accessto a person with a car who
could take us. And now | have a job with the project and | have this extraincome
so that we’ll have a better quality of life. They were young and they may not have
undergood that, but now tha they’re getting older they appreciate it.

It’s taught me so many things. To appredate people. To appreciae foods, snells. |
never really smelled curry before | came here. | reve took offenseto it, but |
never redly smelled it before. 1t was alack of knowledge, but now it's like “well,
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that’s what they cook”. If you're living ina community where there’ slots of
different cooking smells, Indian cooking, Carilbbean cooking, those are the things
that you're going to haveto get used to. Learning to cook it, and eating it, and
having an appreciation for it. So the project has helped me immensdly just by
appreciating people and honouring their differences.

About three yearsago, my husband and | separated, and | became a single parent.
The kids were 20 young and they were so upset and withdrawn and quiet for a
while. The project helped. Some of my friendsin the project came up to me shortly
after the separaion and said “you need to get away fromthe kids, we re going for
this Chrigmascelebraion. We've put together $50 and it will pay everything, you
have to come”. That kind of thing goes on all the time. | went to each of my kid's
teachers, who | knew because they were both very involved with Better
Beginnings — | was teary-eyed and choked up —and | said my husband and |
separated and thisiswha’ s happening in thehouse, so if my kids seem dazed or
upset, thisiswhy. One of the teachers started to cry and gave me abig hug, and
said “1 know it’sreally hard right now, but you will be a different person because
of this’. | think if it hadn’t been for the project, going to people and saying “thisis
what | think, give me some advice, tell me what to do”, if | hadn’t had those close
relationships, | wouldn' t have said anything. That helped alot and | think it
definitely benefitted the kids.

The congtant flow of information — the wor kshops, the reading circles, the
community forums, the parent groups -- has been amazing. There' s been avast
highway of information and knowledge Also, being involved and beng asked to
speak. My gosh, | never would have pictured myself as a public speaker. Now I've
doneit lots of times! | spoke at a conference on program eval uation downtown
about my experiences on the research team and people came up to me afterwards
and sad “we enjoyed hearing you speak”. A coupleof people sent me letters
because of that, and | received a $30 gift certificate and a t-shirt as athank-you for
speaking. It wasnea!

| can’t imagine ny life without Better Beginnings. Being at the school all the time.
Feeling so needed. Being able to plug in where you’ re needed. Being accessible.
Having the school trustee write me letters, call me on the phone. | think it's
important for thekids for the future, and for the community.

The Journey: What We Did

The people who told us their stories had participaed in a varied range of activities at
their sites. Thisis not surprising, giventhat one of the major criteria for selecting interviewees
was that they were to have been “meaningfully” involved in the project. In generd, the waysin
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which individualswere involved in the projects can be placed into five categories: they were
involved in tha their children had participated in Better Beginnings programsor activities they
themselves participated in project adtivities; they had worked as“front line” voluntea's with
other residents; they had worked in a planning, administrative or fund-raising capacity; or they
had worked as paid staff members of the project.

1. Our Children’sParticipation in Better Beginnings Programs

Many of thoseinterviewed talked about how their children had been involved in the
project, and the impact their involvement had had on them. I n the younger cohort stes, the
interviewees children were involved in the project in several different ways: they attended a
play group, participated in a school readiness or pre-school program, and were part of the
Better Beginnings research, among other things. Children from the older cohort sites attended
before- and after-school programs, took part in summer trips and activities, and used the
project’stoy-lending library, among other things. Listed in thetable below are some of the ways
that interviewees described their children as having beeninvolved inthe project:

participated in cooperative games

attended before- and after- school program

used toy-lending library

attended play group

wastaken by Better Beginnings gaff to doctor’s appointments
was involved in the research

attended school readiness program

attended drop-in

took part in snack program

attended summer programs

2. Our Own Participation in Better Beginnings Programs

Many of the interviewees had also been participants in a wide range of Better
Beginnings programs, or had used Better Beginnings services offered a their ste. Among many
other things, they had attended parent groups beenvidted regularly by a community visitor,
used the clothing and food bank, borrowed baby equipment, had help from a Better Beginnings
staff member in settling a dispute with alandlord. Listed below are some of the programs and
activities tha interviewees described participating in asthey chronicled their involvement with
Better Beginnings:

* took part in community kitchen
» used clothing, food bank

* hadacommunity visitor

» attended a parenting group
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had counselling sessons with a Better Beginnings staff memiber

attended a pregnant mom’ sgroup

obtained help in breast-feeding; borrowed breast pump

obtained parent relief

attended ESL classes

attended aerobic exercise class

attended conflict resolution workshop
A number of the programs were those in which parents and children participated
together, and could ther efore not be categorized as exclusively child or parent involvement. As
families, parents and children attended parent-child drop-in, went on camping trips, and
attended family picnics and cel ebrations, among many other things.

3. Our Work as Front-Line Volunteers

Many of the interviewees had been involved as volunteerswith the projectsin their
communities, working directly with residents of the Better Beginnings communities, or doing
other things, such as preparing food or developing parent-child activity packages that benefited
residents directly. Listed below are some of the varied kinds of “front-line” volurteer activities
described by those interviewed:

played music at Christmas party

volunteered at play group, drop-in

worked at toy lending library, clothing bank, food bank
provided office help, answering phone, tidying

co-facilitated dad’ s group

organized and hd ped out with special events

developed activity packagefor toddles

recruited people for Better Beginnings programsand events
made food for a Better Beginnings event

hel ped with movie night

worked inthe school as a lunch room supervisor, teacher's aid
worked in the project’ s snack program

helped out on field trips

dressed up as Santa Claus

made aprons for children

made mother & baby supply baskets

helped paint community house

4. Our Work asVolunteersin Planning, Fund-Raising, Advocacy and Administration

Many of the respondents worked as volurteersin a different capecity. They served on
committees, made presentation on behalf of the project, raised funds for project programs and
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activities, and developed new programs, among other things. Below is a list of some of these
more planning and administrative kinds of activities that interviewees described:

served on avariety of committees (playground, seering, research, prenatd,
management board, €c.)

collaboraed on desgning new programs for site

worked on Newsletter

participated in hiring staff

spoke publicly on behalf of Better Beginnings

served asco-treasurer of neighbourhood organizaion

helped write “ Schedules A & B” (program plan and budget submitted to
provincial government)

organized fund-raising events

wrote |ettersto politicians

5. Our Work as Better Beginnings Staff

A number of people who told their stories had worked as Better Beginnings staff, many

on a part-time or occasiona basis, and some on afull-time, or close to full-time basis. These
individuals had taken on a variety of paid gaff positions, including:

community vigtor
family hel per

child care coordinator
Site researcher

parert relief person
summer day camp staff
project scretary

6. All of Our Involvements

The mgjority of people who told ustheir stories spoke of multiple involvements with the

project. Many had started as program participants, and then had become volunteers and then
paid staff members. Others had started as staff members, but also contributed many volunteer
hours to the project as well. For a number of respondents, Better Beginnings was ahome away
from home

| spent the whole day [at Better Beginningg], like from the morning until they
closed. Then| went back to the shdter to sleep because it was really dead there
and it was really dirty too. Pluswhen | left my ex, | left everything at home |
ended up going to the dothing bank and getting new work. Andthat is one of
the big things | fourd is really good, because for little kids, | couldn't start
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buying new. | havetwo kids, my oldestis6. I'mreally grateful that | got the
kids clothes, because | found buying isredly expensive. Plus | find that I've
been getting clothes that my kids really like and they're not dressed like the other
kids in school. | went to Better Beginningsdl thetime. As soonasyouwalk in
they say, welcome to Better Beginnings! For the longed time they kept saying,
so when are you gonna move in? Because | wasalways there, every day. There
was nothing to do at the shelter. So they would say, ‘ You're here again?

The Journey: Challenges, Obstaclesand Barriers

Most of the individuals who were interviewed for this report were people who had been
involved with the project for some time. For the most part, these individuas wer e very positive
about their experiences. However, they did encounter obstacles along their way to Better
Beginnings, and a number of our story-tellers spoke about challenges that the projects still must
be dealt with.

The neighbourhoods in which Better Beginnings projects were placed were all low-
income communities, in which many residents had experienced anadversarid rdaionship with
community agendes tendons with thar neighbours, and the debilitating stress of poverty. Not
surprisingly, these tensions were often manifested within Better Beginnings, aswell asin the
community outside.

One of the sources of tension experienced by some residents, particularly at the
beginning of the project, was the relationship with service provider sfrom community
agencies. Many residents felt uncomfortable working with individual s from agencies that they
had seen as powerful and threatenng. This wasnot hd ped by the language and dress of some of
the agency people they were to work with:

itwasa lot intimidating. You just didn't fed like you belonged ... everyone
dressed in suits and had thislook about them, that said big-shot, and so, you just
felt like you werent involved.

She [one of the human service professionals associated with the project] kept
saying we need you, we need you. And then shewould bring up this
“empower”. What the devil is empower? But most people did not know what it
meant. And she used other words too, because that's part of the lingo that goes
with being educated and so on.

In some instances, the discomfort that individuals felt in relating to institutionssuch as
schools and agencies may have stemmed from the culture from which they came:
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... the parents ... were very suspicious of the school. They have such different
expectations of the school. People from colonial countries expected to sort of
sit there and be spoken to, not to participate. In their educational system, they
have large classes and teachers, and they dont have the supplies to allow themto
be as creative asthey might. So, many of the ... newcomer parents... couldn't
understand what was going on ... They didn't know that there wasarole for
theminthis. So, it took alot of work to ... begin to get them to understand that
in Canada, we do like the parentsto participate in that thereis arolefor them,
that's, atotdly different system.

A number of Better Beginnings communities were ethnically diverse, and some of the

ethnic tensionsin the community-at-large were al so experienced within the projects:

.. there were two gaff members, very rude They told all the Chineseto go to
the back of the bus. She said those seats are for them. Veryrude. It was very
degrading. | resent that very much. We don't know the seds arereserved for
them, and they should at leas asked us nicely. . . . Thereisanother trip |
overheard somebody say that thisbusisnot alow for Asans. They didn't want
Asans onthat bus. .. I'mvery angry becauseit's not just once, it's twice and it
was the same per son.

you had two separate buses, (for an outing) in the way it was designed was
pathetic ... Asians and Somalians on one bus and dl the whites on the othe. . .
A lot of it hadto do with the parents themsdves. They sort of made it tha way.
We get this bus, they get that bus.

one kid had come to see what the French site was doing, because he belonged to
the English site he was told that he couldn't come in because he couldn't speak
French ... we have supported segregation and | think that's wrong.

Better Beginnings was only one program in the community, and could not ded with all

the long-standing problemsthat existed in their communities. At times, resdents felt that the
long-standing, continuing problems and tensions in the community were too much for any
program or agency to ded with:

They have the teen group, so that has helped to get them off the street twice a
week, Wednesday and Friday | think, so my daughter goes there, she participates
inthat ... and all the other teerns tha go | guess. There are sixty-two | thirk, not
just from this area but from the surrounding area, so it has helped them et off the
streets at least twice aweek, but other nights of the week its a differert story.
We are having carsturned over and quite afew police, and then getting on roofs
and firing bottles ... twice thisweek that just passed, jud driving like mad men. |
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wish they could help stop that, | wish Better Beginnings could help stop that
dongwith[city] housing. Only for the sake of the children, | wish they would
put extra speedbumps or something like that. 1 mentioned it to them and they
saiditsis not all up to thembecause it is [city] housng property.

You get alot of these punksin this areawho don't give adamn, they'll rip and
and dedroy anything and everything.

Some respondents also commented on the fact that Better Beginnings was operating in
an environment inwhich there had been huge cuts to social services Thismadeit particularly
difficult to keep afocus on prevertion when people were more concerned with having enough
money for bad ¢ needs such as food and shelter:

Given what's happening in [city] at large, the down-loading, the problems, the
cutting of funding and so on, it's been avery difficult time, very chalenging, and
very worrisome to those people involved in the project who feel that the benefits
that they have, would liketo continue. The big issue was hunger in the
community. Having some food inthe school has made a difference because you
always have something there that you canfeed the kids The teachers don't feel
gretched to the limit because they don't have to providefood. Many schools still
have that situation which is not any food provided.

Some of the chdlengesthat Better Beginnngs programs faced had to do with the naure
and structure of the programs themsalves. Oneissue that created problemsin anumber of the
sites had to do with the hiring of community member s to staff Better Beginnings programs,
and the distinctions between volunteer and paid st aff. When certain community members
(and sometimesindividuas who lived outside of the community) were offered paid st aff
positions, and others were not, thisoften created harsh feelings among those who were not
offered jobs:

they say “oh my God, how come she got ajob”. We came before her and we
didn't get thejob. Sometimes they fed jealous of me. Evenyesterday, one of
the community members she was here before and she wastaking to me. “Maybe
you did flatter to them and that'swhy you got it.” | said“no”. There'sno
buttering up. | don't do that. | don't know how to do tha. | hae tha kind of

thing.

| felt that there was alot of favouritism shown to friends of friends and if the
person was a volunteer or a community person tha was not liked, they were let
go redly fast, it wasalmog like there was adivider between the community
working and community volunteering. A lot of people were let down by Better
Beginnings. A lot of people at the beginning thought they were promised things,
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not only thingsthat could hd p with their family, but they werealso told tha,
they as community people, could be hired for postions. | think that some
community people took that to mean, them personally, and not ingeneral. So
some peopl e got really upset when they were overlooked and other peoplewere
hired. Therewasalot of : | was good enough to volunteer and help you get the
proposal and help you get the money....and now whenit'stime to come and hire
al of the sudden I'm not good enough?

It'svery difficult to stay motivated. It'svery difficult for avolunteer to work in
an organization where peoplethat you work for are being paid a faily good
wage ... ad I'mdoing a lot of work for nothing.

Many of the Better Beginnings projects seemed to demand agreat deal from their

volunteers, interms of time and commitment. Several of the respondents indicated that they had
difficulty juggling responsibilitiesto their families and to the project. At times, this
produced feelings of stress and burnout, particularly early on inthe projects’ history when there
were fewer volunteers to share the workload:

[it was achallenge] to kind of organize my family life around my commitment
here. By abeing a stay-at-home mom, | had alot of time on my hands and also
had two small boys so ... suddenly finding myself to juggle work and home ...
took some planning, some organizing, some aranging to get things dore. 1
remember we had mary, times we met frequertly and early in the morning and |
would finish, you know, pretty wel put in a full day, so | had to make sure meas
were prepared beforehand and shopping was done....

Therewas a real high leved of gress, burnout ... because dthough other people
were doing this as part of their work and they could go home after, this was part
of my life, so | couldn't get away fromiit...I wasinvolved with it during the day,
then | went home Better Beginnings was still in my life ...because there were
only afew community people at first, | felt really stressed.

Most weeks | volunteer between 25 and 40 hours now. | was up as high as40-
60 hours aweek volunteering as in Saturdays and Sundays. | have cut back
somewhat because I've found | was getting burnt out, you know, | just was really
feeling stressed and tha, so | said, oh, the heck with it.

My husbhand would take (the children) and ater a while he started saying no,
don't do any more volunteering, | don't want to watch the kids any more because
they just drive him nuts. They won't go to bed for him or anything ... he would
haveto call me up an say get homeand just put thesekidsto bed.
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| found my kids were saying, oh, you're going out again ... my younger oneredly
resented the time | spernt away from home.

Some of the interviewees dso had difficultieswith the way in which certain programs
operated at their sites. A few parents who attended parent-child programsat their sites
expressed concerns with the kinds of negative par enting practices they witnessed while
attending the program. T his made them uncomfortable, and reluctant to attend future sessons
of the program:

[ parents who disciplined their own children] were getting tired because other
parents were doing nothing with their kids... it was turning into a war zone so we
just said forget it werre not coming until things level out. Parents not dedling
with their own kids which doesn't make your job easier - we're not coming back
... They [Better Beginnings workers] tried everything they could think of. They
even tried consulting the parent, they tried teling them, listen if you're not going
to takecareof the children, don't cone back. They would leave for about a
week, two weeks to months and then they'd come back and were back to square
oneagain. ... It was pretty hard to discipline kids when you got a big kids that
are trying to tear the place apart. These kids are being so reckless. Surekidsare
kids but there's a lreaking point where, you know, being respectful of other
peopl€e's property. We try to respect other people's property ... [we did not go
on the apple picking trip] because alot of the parents children were breaking the
trees.

| just find their atitudes with their kidsreally frustrating. Like the kids are there
to please them and they get very upset when the child doesnt do something that
they want and that sort of thing ... Thereis no respect between the parent and
the child. They hit their kids, they yel a them, they swear at them and | find
that very hard to deal with and that was actually one of the reasons we stopped

going.

In anumber of projects, it was mostly women in the community who participated in,
daffed and volunteered in B etter Beginnings programs. Some of the maesinterviewed for this
report indicated that they were the only malesthat came to some of the programs, suggesting
that, at least initially, not enough was done to attract male participants and volunteersto
the projects.

The first year was challenging. | was the only malethat went to that [ Better
Beginnings| class. Thesecond year around | was still the only mele.



36

From Better Beginnings to Better Futures:
Personal Stories of Community Residents

It's been ... well, sad in a way because I’ mthe only man working with 15 to 20
women. We used to have meetings, our parent group, and | was the only man
there, always from day ore.

One thing is we dont have males[on Better Begnnings staff]. Males were
interviewed but we couldnt find any to do what we wanted, and with family
vigtors that was areal worry, because a man going into a snge mom’s home.
Like how would we protect the men, let aone the other side. At the time we
didn't seek that coverage, but we do now. We should have done that in the
beginning, but we didnt. Sono maeswere hired. | ill would like to see some
men hired.

When | fird started going to the action group, there were two men onthe action
group, and one at first he was introducing himself as the token male. He'd been
the only onefor awhile.... Wdl | had a long running battle about putting “single
parents” in the paper work instead of “single mothe's’. | insist that there are
single parentsout there who are not mothers. A subtle hint that there are, that a
lot of these single fathers are not being recognized... They are being recognized
more. It'sstill taking time to get themto come out. A lot of themjust feel very
shut in. It's taking them longer to redlize that there is something there for them
... a least, they are starting to realize that there is something there.

Some of those interviewed, despite being happy with the programs in which they were

participating, were concerned with thelack of resurcesin terms of funding, staffing or
facilitiesthat they thought were necessary to operate programs a an adequate level:

one of the maindifficultieswe had in programming was largely because of
restricted funds. It's good that we have the programs that we do have but there
are so many other things, so many other issues and concerns the community has
that have to be worked on. It's difficult to resolvethese things. So they remain
outstanding.

Paygroup was garting to get really crowded. | fdt claustrophobicin there, it
wasredly noisy! | just can't handle all this noise and this screaming and
everything. Sure it was because the kids are having fun. Well poor Better
Beginnings, the Playgroup is started and it's advertised in the pamphlets and
everything and more and more people are starting to go but the place is too
smal! Thekids are bumping into each other and running into each other, and
you know, that's too bad because the idea of Playgroupis good.

Her [ Family Vigtor's] timewasvery tight. She had a very hard schedule she's
extremely busy, they dl are. They would need more hours, or more Family
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Visitorsto get involved It'sagrea program but | feel they would need more
staff doingit.

Another issuerelated to programming that was mentioned by a number of respondents
had to do with the fact that Better Beginnings programs wer e focussed on younger children.
They indicated that while the programsfor younge children, within the targeted age ranges for
the project, were sufficient, there waslittle programming available for older children:

Y ou don't have many activities [for older children] ... The two younger ones,
that's OK, but the other two, they have very little selection for children four and
older.

| think it could bebetter if there could be programsfor the older kids. | know
there are programs after school for six and up, but there's nothing for five year
olds. They fit in one place but not in another plece. Theyre in the middle.

| learned about the Toy Library project when | was at home on maternity leave
following the birth of my youngest child. | worked quite intensively as a volunteer
to get the project off the ground. When a new position was created at Better
Beginnings, | applied for the job and | was hired. | have been working in that
position for the last 6 years, on an average of four days a week. Fromthe
beginning, my involvement in Better Beginnings went far beyond being just a job.
My whole family has grown through our involvement with Better Beginnings.

Being independent isand has been second nature to me throughout theyears |
have always worked outd dethe home and continueto nourish alarge network of
friends. On apersonal level, | lived quite adifficult life. My marriage aswell &s
my childhood were both very abusive and support of any kind was non-existert.
My extended family was not tooled to provide assstance in any form to direct me
positively out of an abusive marriage. They felt it was okay being that they also
have extreme abusive behaviours. Their culture/beliefsare such that women
should not work outside the home but remain a homemeker throughout their lives,
raise the childrenand mog of dl obey their husbandsat all times. Giventhat |
haven't a character to support this style, | never fit the mold very well. After
months of hard work, | have been able to leave that vicious circle and make a
better life for myself and my children.

Emotionally, | was very unhappy, shy and rarely spoke to anyone. | was safe inside
my shell. My sdf worthwasat itslowest and | didn't fed | was doing worthwhile
things. Deep down, | knew that the “real me” was different. | was lacking the
courage to change....until | got involved with Better Beginnings. After | began
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working with Better Begmnings | went back to school. | enrolled in the Arts
program a Ottawa Universty on apart-time basis. | must say that my
employment had a lot to do with my returning to school. 1t gave me sdf
confidence, it helped me think that | was good enough, that | wasgood a what |
wasdoing. Thisincluded my job, my abilitiesto succeed in school, aswdl aslife
ingeneral. | remember speaking with my boss, and she put her hand on my
shoulder, shesaid “l believeinyou’. She dtated that she had confidence in my
abilities and she knew | could do whateve | set out to do. To some, thismay be a
statement that would no unnoticed, but to me, it was hope. This became an
extremely important part of me Fromthat timeon, | continued my grugges to
change my directioninlife. Little by little, | began feding the sability in my
person. My self-esteem was beginning to shine.

Support is the key that encouraged the changes My values as well as how |
choose to educate my children has always been encouraged and supported by my
work environment. It iseasy to get advice frommy colleagues about my children
If | happen to be having a bad day with them, | simply ask what | can do. Advice
flowsfredy from whoever | may be with, and it underlined that | can learn from al
difficult situationsor cornflict I may be living. Inthe past, without the support |
now cherish, adifficult Situation would have only brought back the “abusive
behaviour” | had been through, but ingead of not knowing how to handle a
situation, | have had accessto thetool snecessary to implement adequate
behaviour changes inchildren That hasrelieved me of a great amourt of stress.
Better Beginnings has affected many areas of our lives. It helps me stimulate and
encourage my boysto continue their learning process in the french language.
Better Beginnings has aso contributed to maintaining the pride of our heritage in
our mother tongue. | have changed theway | live and what | am teaching my
children. | may not beperfect, and | do make migakes however, | amstriving for
success and Better Beginnings is helping me achieve all that | st out to do.
Thanks Better Beginnings for being a friend!

The Journey: Satisfying, Meaningful and Rewar ding Experiences
1. Benefitsfor Ourselves

The individuals who were interviewed reported a wide range of benefits that they had
derived from their participation in the project. Foremost amongst these benefits was the sense of
confidence and control that Better Beginnings participarts felt, that allowed them to speak out
when they had something to say, and to take charge of their lives:
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| really learnedto talk to people ... | was afraid because when you dont know how
to approach people you don't know how to talk to them. | learned that there's
nothing to be afraid of. You have to try andyou cando it. | think | learned that.
If you want to do it you can do it.

| learned that if | cant handle everythingthen| can say NO. Before, | usad to say,
well | haveto do this| have to do this, eventhough | couldn't do ... everything.
But now | learned it's okay to say no when you can't handle everything. . | was so
quiet and now | can do things and | don't hold back anymore.

Before | came, | was shy. | didnt talk to men even. There were some bad things
in me. After coming in this project | feel self-confidence. | can speak to anybody.
| can go anywhere. Before | was so scared how | can go there. Now | have
confidence. Better Beginnings gave methis confidence. Made me a different
[person]. Now I think I'm standing on my own feet.

Better Beginnings gave me mor e confidence because now | am doing the Parenting
Group and before | would have never led a group, not in my whole life. And | am
going into a Theatre group and | never would have done tha before. And now
getting involved inthat Parenting group which | never would have done before,
you know, it's a group of people there and me at the front talking. And learning
how to use aflip chart and everything. It'sgoing good. And | am just feeling
more confident, not beng shy.

| felt valued and it gave me confidence in mysalf ... I'm redlly alive, I'm not just
breathing air. I'm happy about my life and no matter what's happening with my
family.

The project has given me enough confidence in myself to come out of my
londliness and say: ‘ OK, I’'ve had enough. And now, | candoit.” ... It's more sdf-
confidence, | think, and feeling good about myself. Because I’ ve learned a lot, and
| know I’mable to do things. I’'mnot the dregsof society, aspeoplesay. No, |
don’'t feel like that at all. | feel I'm just as good as anyore el ... Me, personally, |
feel good about myself, and so my children feel good. That’s what Better
Beginnings has given nme.

since I've been involved with Better Beginnings ....I'm definitely ...morevocal, I'm
not shy, I'm not afraid to spesk my mind ...I'm not afraid to approach new people
in new situations whereas before | was. I'm a stronger person. I'm more outgoing.
Before | was always shy and peopleaways kind of thought | wasjug stuck up or
didn't want to have anything to do with them or didn't want to be involved, but
now I'm nat shy.
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In addition to enhanced feelings of confidence and control, several respondents reported
that ther involvement with Better Beginnings gave them enhanced self-esteem and a sense of
purposein life:

[Since being involved in Better Beginnings] it has changed to the extent that | can
get out of bed inthe morning and begin [the day], and | fed good about mysdf.
That’'s something I’ d never experienced. I'd never had the feeling | was a
worthwhile person, or that | was doing worthwhile things.

It's given me alot of experience with being independent and feding good about
mysdlf ... thinking that I'm somebody instead of when | thought | was going to be
on welfare forever because! couldnt find ajob.

| get up in the morning, make sure my hair |ooks good, put my blazer on, look real
business ... | used to have a shopping bag for my briefcase ... and then when |
came in with a briefcase, that was so hilarious, everyone thought well

graduated from a shopping bag to a brief case. | felt so incredibly worthwhile.

It's given me areason to get out of bed in the morning. | think it'sthe reason I'm
still alive ... It's made me a better person. It has certainly given mealot of respect
in the community and alot of trust in my community, whichl value ... It's made
me an overall better person and | inturn have been able to do that for other
people

It [being involved in Better Beginnings] gave me self-esteem. | can say 0, because
I’'mabletodothings | didn't think I’ d be ableto do. Because I’ d never done them.

The fedlings of confidence and control, and the enhanced self-esteem and sense of purpose
that respondents reported experiendng, seemed to comefrommary things. Inpart, it came from
the satisfaction from helping othersthat they experienced while working on the project:

It is so stisfying, it’s the niced thing that can happen when| take a child, work
with a child that was really behind, or didn’t have their language, and then a year
later, I’m looking, thisis the same child ... and by March, these kids are saying,
‘I'vegotit, I'vegotit’ ... | wouldlike to think of it made atremendous impact on
just about any lives that it touched ... | think there's something that's very catching,
that | would have liked to think that | passed on. And 1 know sometimes from
commerts that kids make, and parents too have indicated that yes | think | made a
differencein alot of lives. And, I'm hoping that in the years to come, parents and
children well remember ... that | knew this woman and she did this or she said that
there really did makea difference to them. In terms of whet | got from that
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persondly, and what people havereceived, | don't even think it's possble to tell it
al. | thirk it'squite alot.

| feel happy about volunteering because | feel I'm personally helping others.

...themogt enjoyable, of course, isfundraising because | get to meet all the people
in he neighbourhood ... knowing full well that the money | raise, every penny, goes
towards something for our community.

My contribution was to give my time for the community ... at the end of the week,
| could say, ‘I don’t work, I’'ve no money coming in, but | help [with the projed].

| give my time for nothing. And that’s just asgood. At least you give what you
can. | can give my time. It does’t cost me anything, but it gives me alot of things.

Basicdly, | think that the most important thing it [Better Beginnings] has given me
... It gave me the opportunity to give and to remake my life the way | wanted.

Enhanced sdlf-worth and self-esteem aso came from gains that respondents had made in
work skillsthat furthered thar career and educational development:

It'slike going to college ... itshands-on experience. Mog peoplewho go to
college can ge the theory part of it, you know, just theory, but ... hands-onisjust,
just so different, and, to me, | received a college degree in terms of the skills |
learned, you know chairing committees, writing letters, ... going to events and
meetings and actually making presentations, so it improves your speaking skills,
takesaway your fear to talk ... to alarge aowd, and knowing ... regardless of
how many people are sitting out there looking at you, you can hardle this... it was
ajob, it really wasajob. . .. The berefits and therewards, better than the job. |
don't think I ... would havelearned al | learned had | gone to college for that four
years ... and dso the more you learn, the more you fed capable, because | went
back and took many workshops.

Before | became a member of this [Better Beginnings] administrative board, I’ d
never experienced anything of the kind before. | didn’t know what it wasto bethe
director of an administrative board. | didn’t know what the duties were.

... through the use of the computer there, | was ableto bring up my computer skills
that | hadn't had before. | had typed on atypewriter but never used a computer
before. | practiced how to use Windows. | had never used a Windows
environment before.
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| used to hate stuff like [public speaking] .. but | felt kind of good last week when |
did the debate and | thought, you know, theres no way if Better Beginnings hadn't
got me used to doing this public speaking ... if it hadn't been for that | wouldn't
have been able to debatethe same way.

It's something 1'd always wanted to do [working with children], but | never
thought it was possible because, of course, I’ve no qualifications ... That wasn't
what | set out to do when | was young ... And | see tha it will be possible, not
remote ... | canalmog touchit.

Many of the respondents who were inter viewed not only acquired work skills and training
through Better Beginnings, but they al obtained paid employment through the project. This
often provided an important supplement to their income, as well as being a source of pride,
gratification and enhanced sdf-esteem:

I’d never have thought that six years later [i.e., six years after her intial
involvement with the project] it would be me that would be hired. Wow!
Something | can do. And then, really, I’'m not so bad at it. | have alot of fun!
Now, I'm[formally recognized as the person] in charge of what | do.

In addition, a number of interviewees indicated that they had gained greater knowledge
about community resour ces that were available to them and to their children, and gr eater
comfort and confidence in dealing with community agencies

it's made me feel more contfortable, like getting, being involved in the school with
... the teacher, because we ... parents areable to be in the school.

And through working at Better Beginnings, | found alot of resources that | never
knew of before, like | found Big Sidters... | dso found [acamp program] for my
sonto go camping every summer ... | am finding out different agencies and st uff
through Better Beginnings. | find now there are alot more people using the
programs. | guessit'swith Better Beginnings staff encouraging their families. The
programsarethere, usethem! Plusl find that families have a better reationship
with [local housing agency]. Beter Begimings isconneding them in a nicer way.
Rather than the family calling the Housing yelling and screaming, | find we
encourage the families, 'Y ou be nice to them, they will be niceto you." And it
works!

| would have been lost if Better Beginnings hadnt been here when| got here,
because | was new to the country, | couldnt communicate with anyone, and |
didnt know any services in the community. But beng in thisneighbourhood with
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Better Beginnings, has alowed me to learn more about services, be independent
and do things on my own.

We've got better relations with agencies and there's beenawhole lot of difference
in the neighbourhood now peaople know ther€s placesthey can go, thereés people
they can tak to and then those people can put them where they need to go or who
they have to talk to ... When they see somebody from wefare sitting a the same
table with you, they've proventhat they're ordinary people. They're just likeyou
and| andthey have a job to do.

Some of the interviewees also talked about how their experiences with Better Beginnings
had produced greater political awar eness and afeeling of empower ment:

doing public speaking, like to the Premier of Ontario ... as| got to learn more
about how poalitical the lives of people are who are living in poverty, the more |
wanted to do something to try and change that.

at the beginning the building wasfalling apart and housing wasn't doing anything.
My kids have asthma and the paint was coming off and cracking. . . | guess
working for Better Beginnings gave me the courage to go ... by working for them
| learned that you do have aright to go to housing and tell them you have the right
to fix something you rent. .. When before, you know, | used to think thet this is
subsidized housing and I'mjust glad that | havethis placeand | never thought to
like to go to them and tell them and say, look you don't do this I'm going to do
this! Better Beginnings gave methe courageto know that | candoit. My placeis
better than it was before.

I’ve dore | don't know how mary public eeches [Wehave] written alot of
articles for the newspapers and stuff we haven't done before, I’ ve written articles
[for three different newspapers]. Public speaking or speeches and that for different
events that Better Begnnings had going...things like going down to Queen’ s Park
and standing up and giving speeches, stand up to government for some things...

Before | was involved in Better Beginnings, you would have to give me a hint if
you asked mewho the Prime Minider was, | mean | was jug so uninvolved ...
nothing that was happening in the government was affecting me. But through
them it kind of opened my eyesand it helped meredizethat | can participate in the
outcome of my future ... have control in that. | don’t have to just let things happen
to me. | can help change things and ... even if things don’t necessarily change, at
least I'1l know that | didn’t sit by and let people walk al over meor let the
government walk al over me. At lesst ... | gotavoice | think havingavoice is
really important, and when people listen to you, it feels really good.
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Several of those who were interviewed talked about the close friendshipsthey had made
through their participation in the project, and how Better Beginnings had helped to break the
isolaionthey had experienced and giventhema sense of belonging and support:

... It hasmade a dfference because | have made alot of very good friendsthat |
could redly depend on ... that if I’'m not there one day and somet hing should
happen to my kids, | could easily cdl the people here to take care of my kids
before | get there ... We have ... made friends to the point that we' re more like a
family, like we’'re beyond friendship ... we relikefamily ... wework very closey
together ... whaever problems we have, there’s someone that we can talk to.

| wasmade to feel very comfortable It [Better Beginnings] was like a family to
start out with, dmost ... It was very, very, very warm.

[If it were not for the project] | wouldn't haveany friends, | wouldn't have a
working group ... I’d be lost, maybe | wouldn't be here any more.

Better Beginningsislike an extended family. Instead of phoning my mother all the
time, | could talk to anybody you know, friends I’ ve met down here or anybody
else Itsastrange feding you know to actually havethat many people to turn to.

| would fight tooth and nail to keep Better Beginnings. It'smy family. It'smy
extended family. | don't have anyone in the city. | don't have anyone here. | have
lotsof friendsbut no family. They have becomemy extended family... They're not
judgmertal. Not at all. They're not prejudiced, nothing... [Better Beginnings
people] will al go beyond the call of duty. They're not, they will never be any
agency. Agenciesare cold.

Several of the projects were in communities where many of the residents spokelittle
English, and some of the interviewees td ked about how their ba ng unable to converse with
people intheir own language contributed to their sense of isolation. Better Beginnings hel ped
break the isolation that many of these individuals felt, by bringing toget her people who spoke the
same language, and who had the same cultural background:

To be ableto talk to people who speak the same language as you, who have the
same concerns as you ... You say athing and they’ll understand you, and what’s
more, they’ll give you feedback on what you say.

For many of those interviewed, the greatest benefit they received from Better Beginnings
was much-needed support during times of gress and crisisthat helped them cope successfully
with difficult life events and Situations:
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Just having someore to share, someore to talk to. When my husband log his job
he went back to school. Well that whole year | was practically asingle parent and

| found that very hard to cope with. School all day, studying dl night and then he
was like in a crash course, 2 he didn't have redly have much time for hisfamily ...
it was very hard ... She [the Family Vigtor] was a good ear to lean on, that hour or
two, it was like gold to me.

| don't have any family, | haven't seen any famly for along time, since | was
fifteen. | redly needed support, someone to talk to, because my marriage wasn't
going well and | didnt know how to get out of it, and | didnt feel good about
going through that done. My Family Visitor came at agood time. | think she
started coming twice aweek. She helped me pack and blow my nose...l went
through alot when | was young, and having ababy brought that out right into my
face. | really needed someone to talk to. | found that my Family Visitor replaced
my Mom redly ... [Beter Begimings|] gave me asmall family that | didn't have.
And | think that I'm not alone inthat situation, with no family around, no support.
It gave me a cushion. Now you can go to bed thinking that someone knows who
you are, and someone likes you, its less scary. .. For a person who felt al aone
and who was afraid of not offering enough to my child, and not being abe to offer
him any uncles and aunts, wdll, | am of fering him awhole community, and awhole
world of resources!

it hastotally changed my life. | don't know ... where I'd beif | hadn't had their
support. When| think back to it | think that there was a good possibility that |
might have had a nervous breakdown and be hospitalized ... | was feding suicidal
aswell ... but | was aso afraid that the kidsif | couldn't take care of them that they
would go to their father, whol didn't think wasand | ill don't think thet heis
capable of taking careof the children.

In addition to receiving support in terms of someone to talk to during difficult times,
Better Beginnings staff and volunteers also provided concr ete support to residents, hel ping them
gain access to food, shelter, clothing, transportation and other needed items and services:

at the beginning she [the Family Visitor] used to put me in touch with different
places. She told me all about the food banksthat were around, and I'm not oneto
use them, but | had to use them a few times. She asked me if | knew of all places
that were available for hdp for my kids

And there are people who don't have carsand if they don't have cars people should
take the bus, but people don't have noney for the bus. So they took the Better
Beginnings hus, like that buswould pick up aload of people and take them to get
food or whatever. That'swhy | think that it is rougher in the other places because
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they don't have that support or the carethat Better Beginnings has in their
community. Better Beginnings tries really hard to help everybody as much as they
can on such a small budget.

They helped me enroll my son in school and even helped me open my first bank
account ... At the beginning, | started taking ESL classes and Better Beginnings
paid for the child care for along time. I'm till taking ESL courses now ...For the
fird couple of years| was very dependent on Better Beginnings. They did dl my
paperwork, especially with schools and with Immigration Canada. Now | can
handle my correspondence because my language skills have improved and my
papeawork it as difficult as before. I'mnow aLanded Immigrant.

2. Benefitsfor Our Children and Our Families

In telling their stories, many of the Better Beginnings residents whom we interviewed
talked about the benefits their children experienced through participation in the project. Better
Begimings provided opportunities for childrenthat would normaly not have been available to
them had the project not been operating intheir communities. For example, children were
involved in ahog of activities (trips, creative activities, plays) that they would have been
unlikely to experience without the project:

They had a pumpkin ride ... the kids loved it, they enjoyed it. They were
exhausted by the time we got home ... they would go for nature walks and they
could try to find certain thingsin life like, for instance, an old bird’snest ... It's
good because it gets the whole family out of the house, out of the [neighbourhood]
... It getsthe whole family out ... gets them lots of fresh air that kids so
desperately need.

For the last two years I've gone to [Better Beginnings country retreat], | love
going there! It reminds me of Somalia because of the animals and the kind of life,
it reminds me of home. And it was free, there was no money involved, even the
food, everything was free!

the families got together and did the camp-out [a native camping experience]. So |
got to do things ... that | wouldn't have had money to do. They helped cut down a
lot of barriers. They provided equipment and tentsand stuff that | didn't have or
couldnt afford.

My kids have something to do, somewhereto go ... [Now] | cansay, OK, good ...
it's aday off, we can go to Better Beginnings ... | like it, when they are interested
in something else than just being at home, watching for the twentieth time some
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film they got for Christmas or something ... And the children see things they maybe
wouldn't have had the opportunity to see if Better Begimings hadn't set it up.

Several of the interviewees also talked about how the project had provided their children
opportunitiesto play with and interact with other children, helping reduce their children’s
sense of social isolation and improving their social skills:

Playgroup was good because it gave my son a chance to learn and mingle with new
kids and it also gave me the chance to meet with other parents and exchange
different ideas. | thought that Playgroup was quite good because he was my first
child so he needed other kidsto play with. | think it made adifference in hislife by
preparing him to go to Nursery School and school. | think heisa better person
because he shares and he likes playing with kids and you know he's not a fighting
kid. | brought him every day until he started Nursey Schodl. He never warted to
leave.

My baby enjoyed playing there with different toys and all the other childrenand |
enjoyed the warmth that we fed at baby day and | feel welcome and have the
opportunity to see many other motherswho have babies and | thought baby day is
our time... When | say to him, we're going now to the [ project], he laughs and he
says Mommy put on iy jacket ... hésveay hapy.

According to many of the resident parents who were interviewed, their children also
benefited greatly from theemotional and ot her forms of support provided by Better
Begi nnings staff members:

... kidsdrop in ... often [to Better Beginnings]. Like if they have a problem, they
will drop in and ask to speak to the Project Coordinator. Even thelittle kids. Like
this one kid, he stopped in, like he's running away from home because nobody
loveshim. And | sad, 'Well, everybody here lovesyou'.... Hewas going to school
al by himsdalf on abig school bus, so | connected him with alittle girl, who said he
could sit with her on the bus, she would make sure he got to school okay. And
then the Project Coordinator went to visit him at school one day and he was so
happy and proud.

[my daughter] can trust them [Better Beginnings staff] with whatever sheis going
through ... | recertly separated from my husband and theres been a couple of
tearful outbursts that she has taken to the staff and they could call me aside
afterwards and say, you know, thisiswhat's going on and I'm much better ale to
deal with it rather than having her bottle it up inside ... So, I'm working with them
to make sure she gets through it okay.
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Several parents who were interviewed also mertioned that Better Beginnings staff had
provided referralsfor their children’s health problems. Parents often sought help from Better
Beginnings staff, who helped find an appropriate source of professional or commurity assistance.
In anumber of instances, it wasthe Better Beginnings saff personwho identified the difficulty
that the child was experiencing, and then helped the parent with areferrd:

Once my son was constipated, | phoned her, [the Family Visitor] and she brought
me alot of recipes to give him, naturd things to give him. It was good to get help
at that time because | didn't want take him to the doctor ... it still wasn't anything
really to worry about. He needed something to help him

... my son had a hearing problem, because he was only two and a half and too
young for me to know. It was the nursery school who identified the problem
They called meand the Family Visitor Coor dinator and we went together, and they
asked all kinds of questions. So | found out he has a hearing problem. Now he
wearsa hearing ad and with the help of my Family Vigtor, he sees his doctor
regularly, once aweek. The doctor has the Better Beginnings telephone nurmber
to call if there is something that needs to be talked about.

The parents we interviewed noticed awide range of improvementsin their children,
from changesin their behaviour and sodal skills to greater confidence and independence,
to improved language and cognitive development, which they attributed to their children’s
participation in Better Beginnings programs:

When | brought my baby here, she became not s shy, not afraid of people. So |
know thisisgood for her.

Better Beginnings got my daughter off my hip. 1t made her more independent, and
she is doing pretty good.

[after getting services, preschool resources, daycare] she's learning to talk which
everyone thought she wasgoing to have to have speech therapy but we never
ended up with it.

My daughter was shy, unsure of herself. Well, maybe the fact she volunteered
[with Better Beginnings] that showed her how to have initiative, to ook after
her<elf, to have self-confidence, andto be able to answer when she was spoken to,
to talk to people, to comeout of her shdl andto say: ‘' OK, | see | can contribute
something .

| find kids are different too. Even my own children. They were not in the Better
Beginnings targe age group, but my kidsattended meetings, lots of kidsdid.
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They gt in, and they listen and so on. So | found my own children standing up and
speaking up. They're becoming much more formal and ther vocabulary changes a
lot of things likethat. They are moreforward because they would hear me
standing up and say yes, | want such and such, and this is how we are going to do
it, and thisismy ideaand | would push. They became more likethat, and | found
that in the school’s now into that the kids, the older kids, Better Beginnings
participants, there alot of them, they're more forward inwhat they do and they are
more go-getters

A number of parents also talked about how their children’ s involvement in the project
enhanced children’s feelings of cultural pride and awar eness, through involvement in a
variety of language and cultural programs.

My daughter is haf native, and because | have no contact with her father, and
because Better Beginnings was offering the concept of working together in finding
out about other cultures, that fit into my hopesand my dreamsfor nmy daughter to
learn more about her culture and being white myself | didn't have that knowledge
or the experience to sharewith her, so shewould have been missng out that part
of her life....I was able to let her experience stuff that would be bereficial to her
about learning about her culture ... like the native craft program, the native
language at her school.

when | fird started working here, no child would admit that they were native, not
one of them ... the naive community educaed those of us who were working with
the kids and not only the native people saying they were proud to be native, so
were the English, the French and other people saying be proud of who you are, no
matter whet.

| noticealot, from year to year, that if | wasn't working in afrancophone
environment [at Better Beginnings] the language my children speak would be
entirdy differert.

In addition to benefitting directly from their own involvement with Better Beginnings
programs the parent respondents indicated that their children were a0 benefitting indirectly from
the supports that they, the parents, received fromthe project which produced greater knowledge
about child-rearing and improved parenting skills:

She [the Family Vigtor] told meabout how the baby devel ops, and about the food
and everything. Nutrition. The developmental stages. She gave me many books
to read. Shereferred meto the parents drop-in .. . At least | know how the child
growsup . .. Thedevelopment. .. Recently, when my baby had chicken pox, she
gave me alot of books on how to take care of her and things. | think thisisa
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good program. Without this program, | think it's a lot worse especially to us
Chines ... Bdorg | didnt know alot of things | need this kind of information
to help me, to support me. For the children. | still haveto learn because my baby
is gill small.

[it was] aliving hdll...each kid wanted attention, morethan therest of them ... it
[Better Beginnings program on parenting skillg] taught us how to do different
kinds of discipline without doing any harmto them so now we're letting themdo
their own things.

So | take al the skillsand the techniques and | take them home, and it makesme,
it forces meto make suremy kid'shomework isdone, | look it over and | assg in
anyway | can... So it doesn't matter how exhausted | am, it doesn't matter if |
getinat 6:30, and all | need is a quiet corner with a cup of tea, | tell myself | can
get back at 9:30, let me spend some time with thekids. It doesn’t matter how
many problems | have, whatever, once | get home, | put it aside in a corner and |
say, you know, to my kids, ‘How are you, how was your day? ... reallytalk to
them, so they know someone cares... And so those are skills that | learned and so
| apply it to my job, and | goply it to my house.

Better Beginnings has hdped inthe way that | raise my kids with my daughter
being s difficult, we used to always get into arguments. Like me and her, we
would get into some maor arguments. But now, with Better Beginnings, and the
training and learning to give choices and not be so demanding, it'sgotten better.
So it helpsin my family life for onething ... more parents are going to Parent
Teache interviews. And the kids are more proud because thar Mons are going.
They had one acouple of weeks ago at my son's school. Wdl, the Better
Beginnings bus driver had to do three budoads to get parents to this and before
you would never see parents, like last year we did one busload. And all these kids
are so excited, 'My Mom is coming!" or ‘My Dad is coming!'

[my daughter] had gonethrough alot of counsding, she’d gonethrough [names of
counseling centres]. She was a very difficult child, and | wasraised different too
so | guess maybe it could have alot to do with my own bringing up and | didn’t
know a lot about parenting skills. 1 needed to know more about it than what | did.
And with Bdter Beginnings, they taught meto becomea better parent, how to
interact with your childrenwithout having to spank’ em and yell & ‘em. Now |
wish | had done it with my first because I’'m having alot of problemswith my first
one and she is now 13 years old.

...my parents never spanked me and my sister, they used to knock our heads
together asif that was better than spanking...I just grew up thirking that, that was
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acceptable, tha’s wha’ s going to happenif you are bad, you get a sparking or a
dap, or whatever. If | hadn’ t taken the Nobody’s Perfect program | would have
just resorted to spanking as a discipline or even gtting in the corner with their face
to the wall or something... These guys don’t know that [being humiliated].
Because they have their times-outs or they have privileges taken away from them
or things like that as aform of punishmert. So that makes me feel good that | can
do that and that | don’t turn into one of those people that | seestill around here
that are just yelling at their kidsconstantly. Just yelling at them or ignoring them.

I’'ve learned a lot about nutrition through Better Beginnings. | dways assumed it
was OK to give the kids canned spaghetti or whatever, it was easy. Hot dogs,
Kraft dinner and stuff, it's easy, you know. They ateit. | thirk that they [Better
Beginnings| [talked about] the research results that came out talking about the
poor nutrition children in thisarea. That’'s why the nutrition working group
started and form there it was the basic self, food box, now there is a dry food co-
op starting now and the newsletter committee...

| have afamilythat | visited when | first got involved in Better Beginnings. When
| went into the house, you couldn’t see the floor. Couldn’t see thetable. You
couldn't see anything in the house for thedirt and the garbage, and just the way
they wereliving. They didn't have the skills or know better, and for a long, long
time, CAS was heavily involved withthis family. After alot of hours, alot of
hours, my time and their time together, we even actudly stopped meeting a their
home for a while because | wasstrong enough within myself to say, I'mnot
comfortable with visiting inthis mess anymore We'll visit at the plaza until you
clean up this pigsty, that's whet | referred to it as. And | think they were shocked
that | said that and they phoned me three weeks later and they said we can visit at
the home. And | said OK, | went to the home. It was amazing. They had been up
all weekend. They did it together. They deaned, they washed thefloors, they got
rid of al the garbage. Put all the furniture where belongs, and with my help, they
kept up that way of living. CAS closed the file on thisfamily ayear ago, alittle
over ayear ago... | know | have made a difference inthis familyslife. When they
moved out of this area | went to do one firal visit. They have a beautiful house,
everything wasin order. Thisisaso afamily that went from eating chocolate bars,
cookies, junk food 24 hours a day to opening up their fridge now and they have
the carrot sticks, celery sticks, Mom makes muffins, there's not soda pop, there's
juice there’'snot even freshie... and | think of that family and | think they' Il never
go back to the way they were. Thisis also a Mom that successfully breast fed her
second child, again because of the support of Better Beginnings. And their first
child was drinking Coke out of a bottle at four months old. Was drinking Coke
and Pepsi. The second child a 7 months was till breast feeding because of the
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support. Oh, amgor change in this family, mgor, mgor changes... and | don't
thirk they will ever go back.

A number of parents also commented that the project had given them much-needed
emotional support and respite from the demands of caring for their children, which also
benefitted their children indirectly:

you can get two hours respite, they call it, so you can put thekidsover thereand if
you haveto go to the doctor or something, wherever you want to go and you want
to get some time off they do that for you. In generd, | have a better outlook on
life. Their help, their support, the bread donations that are given over there, that
heps me, the clothing helps me, the nurse helps me, it all hedpsmein dl theways
to have a better life.

| honestly thought | ought to get rid of my kids. And not because | didn't love my
kids but | was starting to fedl like | was an awful mother. Rotten. | don't deserve
to have these kids in some ways. But my attitude has changed, you know, that
was just the depression basically. You don't redize it until you get somebody who
can look at it through another pespective ... [the counseling and Family Visitor]
was a great support system ... and | really neededit. It fdl at avery good time.

Some parents indicated that their own involverment in Better Begimingshelped them
become better role modelsfor their children:

[my children] can see theinvolvement... | think that the more involved you are, the
more likely they'reto be involved in things and they can see how it benefitsus ... it
al dfects the family, you know, if they see that their nother is involved.

The parents may have been dtting & home on welfare or nother’s allowancefor
whaever reason, even people with good jobs are losing them and going on
welfare. But these parents al of asudden went back to school. So the kids saw
this Mom and Dad went back to school, | think | better stay in school.

Other parents talked about how improvementsin their own slf-esteem, satisfaction in
and appreciation for life were transmitted to their children:

If | feel good, the children are going to feel good too. If | can get thingsfor
myself, automatically I’ ll pass themon to the children ... confidence, education ...

Taken together, all of the changes that parents saw intheir children and in their own
capabilities as parents made them more hop eful about their children’sfuture:
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My kids do havea future; their kids are not going to be bornin poverty, and you
know they’re not going to have ... the ragged clothes, the hand-me-down stuff, the
food bank busness, all that guff ... there is hope tha they can be really good
contributors to society as well.

3. Benefitsfor Our Communities

Inaddition to taking about themsdves and their families, many of the people who told
their soriestaked about their communities, aswell. Severd individuals sad that their whole
community was enhanced by the presence of Better Beginnings intheir neighbourhood. A numbe
of residents, for example, sad that their involvement in the project gavethem abetter
under standing of other cultures Thisawareness and undersanding, in turn, resulted in
decreased levels of raciam and racial conflict in thar communities:

We go in to socialize amongst other families, to adjust more with other children
from different cultures and different backgrounds, because we try to get our kids
used to other people that live on this planet and not to beracist ... our oldest one
[daughter] used to be very racist with Asans. So, we broke her out of it ... And
the group of fivethat are at her table [at school] are all Asians and she getsaong
with them.

| think that Better Beginnings has helped alot and mak es a difference because it
tries to pull the community nore together with the Playgroup and then those
different types of meetings. If | hadn't gotten involved with Better Beginnings |
wouldn't know as many people, or | would probably know alot of people but
probably in the wrong crowd. Because Better Beginningsis so positive and non-
racid. 1 mean you have got whites and blacks, you can tell that it is community-
oriented. And you can tell that they are just people just like us with different
values or different whatever but | meanwe are all the same.

Maybe | wasalittle racist before. Maybe it scared me, and when you go to the
community Centre and they are there, they give you alittle smile and they don't
know how to talk to you, it's less scary. | know their culture | heard them talk, |
know the problemsthat they have, so I'mless tempted to judge them I'm even
tempted to have discussions with them and meet them. | find that a program like
that mixes up the cultureswell. It'slessdifficult to crossthe bridge - it'slike it
breaksthe barriers.

| am learning English, at first | talked with Canadian women. | amlearning about
the Canadian culture and other cultures, too ... it isnot only important to me, it is
important to my son because | think helearns too.
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A number of those interviewed taked about issuesrdating to their feding of safety in
their neighbourhoods, and commented on how they felt that their communities had become
mor e safe and secure places for themselves and their children:

| think peoplefed safe too with Better Begimingshere The Project Coordinator
has a big part in that, because she did alot of work with getting the policeto come
into the community and work with the kids. | guess themore the peopleget to
know each other themore they feel safe too.

[Better Beginnings] has gotten alot of the teen boysinvolved, like they help her
out doing work at Better Beginnings. And that has helped too because those were
the guys that were out seding carsand suff. It's alot better now thet they are dl
volunteering, like there isnot trouble, you hardly ever hear of abregk-in or suff
likethat. And it used to be really bad, but it's improving.

One of the thingsthat | know that it has done for my daughter isthat it'sa
guaranteed safe house. |f something were to happen here, you know coming home
from school or whatever, the house is open until 4:30 and so if | ended up going
grocery shopping and | didn't end up making it back in time for the school bus, she
would always check at home and the next place she would go to would be Better
Begmingsto seeif | wasthere ... Thisis a place in the na ghbourhood that |
consder safefor her to go to, because when she wasredly little, thiswasn't a safe
neighbourhood, at al. The only time you saw the cops was when they were
coming to get abad guy. Now, when you see the cops inthere, it'slike a
community thing going on, conpletely different.

We're a much stronger community, much stronger. | mean we' ve done endless
things. [One of the Better Beginnings residents], there, she gets people to go
around and get petitions and things from the city council. We have that four way
stopping flashing light a the bottom of the hill. A little boy waskilled here. We
have our other stop signs and things too. We've gone out thereand fought for it.
We fought for our community but it also hits the press and it's beendone. Better
Beginnings did it right.

When | taught ballet years ago, kids woud come and smash thewindows, throw
things at my students. Now you'’ ve got the Neighbourhood Watch and so on. But
the people are learning to speak up... People are encouraged to say something and
go for help. Evenif they don’'t do it directly, at least they will speak to someone
on the issue and handleit. | find you can walk the streets more, | don’t have a
problem withit...I"mon thecourt community committeefor the Y outh diversion
program, and we have kids coming in there and the mgority of them are in
detention inother communities, not here.
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Several interviewees talked about the sense of connection with the peoplein their
community that they now had, and attributed this sense of connection to the presence of Better
Beginnings:

There's definitely beenlotsof changeshere. It's alot quieter, peopleare taking to
their next door neighbours no matter what race they are. | have participants that
are vidting withtheir na ghbours no mater what race they are ... visiting with
their neighbours and they never would have before. Last year we had a potluck
here at the Conmunity Centre put on by Better Beginnings and the Tenants
Association. And we had one family who came over for the potluck, that had lived
here for eight years and tha wasthe firg time they ever set foot inthe Community
Centre. | was on the association and | could never get them out to anything, but
they came to this potluck! It was amazing! | think that's because Better
Beginnings isaround, and people know it. | think people are getting really
connected.

... It's connecting people with people. It's easier to connect neighbours with
neighbours, so they can go do groceries together or help out with each others
kids, They exchange, you know, tit for tat, 'Watch my kids this time and I'll watch
yours next time." Or two of them will go out and do groceries together so that
there are two adults watching the kids because the kids will go crazy! And they
have adult company.

| havent really met anybody at the Centre that | didnt like S0 it's nice now that |
can wak down the street or drive down the street in this area and say, hey, there's
so and so. | know alot of people

| felt so much support. | could just walk over to the Centre any time | wanted and
chitcha, grab a cup of coffee, run again ... | loved the neighbourhood ... quiet times with
acquaintancesand sharing a yard and helping.

It's alot quieter and people are pretty respectful. Andwe know each other, like | know
afair amount of people around her. If they need stuff, they can come her or if they need
help they cangoto X ... theré'sa connection. If people have problems they can phone
and have peopleto talk to ... You'll drive by a house for sale and you'll think, that's a
nice house for sale and thenI'll go, but it's not inthe Better Beginnings neighbourhood
and | really don't want to leave, becauseit'sworking so well here ... Wedid it because it
was the best for the neighbourhood, not because it wasup to us personally.

Y ou can sit out inthe backyard and people come over and, you know, how ae you
doing, and people remember when the kids were little and it goes back to al the
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different parties that they've had, the barbecues theyve had, all those things you know,
the kind of little things that brighten up your life dong the way.

I'm not going to let thisfall by the wayside as |’ ve seen too many changes. T oo many
positive changes. Big changes in thecommunity. People stand up in front of groups of
people, and television, or anything dse, and we are proud of our community. We like
living here, people don't want to move out, in fact people who had moved out, have
moved back now. They want to be in Better Beginnings, they want to be part of what's

happenng.

A number of responderts said that their neighbour hood had become physically cleaner
and more attractive, partly through Better Beginnings initiaives, and partly becauseresidents
were beginning to feel a greater sense of ownership and pride in thelr communities:

You also seg, like last summer, there was alot more people taking care of their back and
front yards beter, planting flowers

[a neighbourhood playground] was the closest physical playground to us but it was an
abandoned dump and now it isa safe place to be in. ...the kids know their value and |
get talking to some of the kids and they are very concerned that thereis garbage on the
streets. ...1 still see adults throwing garbage, shopping carts, garbageinto the creek.
But, | dont think | seekids doing tha.

| think one of the thingsthat isevident dmost immediately isthe recognitionthat this is
our home We, as members of the community, live here ... thisis our home Regect
for the physical community, the fact we've planted gardens, flowers and that we've been
abletorenovate [theloca park] by putting in wakways, trees and that kind of thing is
the first evidence that people feel at home...People have gotten together and raised
Isues...to preserve green space inthe community ...

| came to Canada from Somdia4 yearsago, when | was 17 yearsold. | anasingle
mother of two-year-old twin boys. When| moved to this neighbourhood | was four
months pregnant, and | didn’ t know anything about pregnancy. | didn't know anybody in
the neighbourhood, and my family warned me that it was a bad area. When | first moved
here, | couldn’t go out, I’mtoo scared. | couldn’t go out after 6:00 PM. | gayed home, |
can't buy milk, | can’t buy anything. If | hear any sounds or talking, | want to go to the
bed and sleep. | couldn’t even open the door, | couldn’t wash thewindow.

A Public Hedth Nursetold me about Better Beginnings. The Better Beginnings staff
came to my apartment and told me about the different programs. | started with Better
Beginnings by going to the Prenaal group. Before, when | ddn't have the Prenatal or
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Better Beginnings, it was confusing and all. Sometimes | would sit in my house and watch
TV and say to mysdlf, ‘you don't have nobody to help you, you don’'t have no oneto tak
to you, what are you doing? Better Beginnings gave me alot of experience. | don't have
any nmother, | don’t have any father. | don’t have any sister, you know. When| had
Prenatal, | had everything. | didn't worry anymore. Better Beginningsgave me avideo
about having twinsto wat ch to help me under stand what was happening insde me. The
Nurse explained everything about pregnancy, and | liked that. | felt comfortable, and then
| talked with other pregnant women, and we learned from each other.

After my babies were bomn, a Family Vigtor cameto my plece every week. Sheisfrom
Somdiatoo, and she speaks ny language Shetold me all about other neighbours from
the same culture, and African community groups. | met all my friends through the
Prenatal and Postnatal program. | know about 8-10 Somalian people. The first timel
went to the group, everybody sat and just watched. The second time, they asked meto st
with them, we talk about where we live, our families we become friends. | like to meet
lots of people, it is very good for me.

My kids made lots of friends at Better Beginnings. It isfun for them because they have
other kids to play with there, and they can play with different toys. They like to meet new
people. We went to pick-your own farms, and we used the toy and equipment lending
library. |1 cooked Somalian food for special events.

One of my boys has asthmaand we had to get out of our gpartment because with his
asthma and with twin boys, it was hard getting up and down the stairsin our apartment
building - there was no elevator. My Family Visitor helped me to explain to Housing why
| needed to move, and we got the transfer. Now we are in a different neighbourhood, but
| can’t forget [the old neighbourhood]. When| lived there, | lived like anormd person. |
could do anything. | had someoneto call every day. When | had a problem, | called
Prenatd to help me, if there sanything | want for my children. | can't forget [my old
Better Beg mingscommunity]. | missit.
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The End of theJourney: A Better Future

The stories our respondents shared with us were as unique and varied as the people
themselves. Despite differences in culture, language, gender and background, however, the
tone of the stories, and the feelings they expressed about the project, were similar in many
respects. The mgority of those we interviewed had experienced a hard life prior to their
involvement in the project. Many of them had emigrated from other countries and had
experienced economic hardship andisol ation because of language and cu tural barriers. Others
were isolated because of a combination of poverty and a lack of affordable and accessble
activities in their communities. These hardships had affected both them and their children.
Their children weredso isolated, and lacked opportunitiesto learn and to interact with other
children. Contributing to their isolation, and to the feelings of distressand despair that many
described, were the communities they lived in. The story-tellers describedtheir communities
as places that were physicaly unattractive, had high leves of crime and violence, and were
rife with ethnic tension.

From the dories tha the interviewees told, one obtains a picture of the projects
beginningsas atruly grassrootsventure. Outreach appeared to be an important component
of almost every Better Beginnings project. Residents heard about the project through
neighbours, staff members, teachers, service providers, reatives, and friends, as well as
through Better Beginnings flyers and newdetters. They were approached in their homes, in
parks, at their children’s schools, and many other places. They began by participating in a
single program, such as a parert-child drop-in, or afamily visiting program, and eventudly
(for many) becameinvolvedin other programs, aswell asvolunteering, helping to raise funds,
serving on committees, and working as paid staff (among other things).

Their relationship with Better Begi mingswas not dwaysan easy one. Particularly inthe
exly years of the projects, participants reported experiencing some difficulties in their
relationshipswith service providers from the community, ethnic tendon, and burn-out from
the many different things they were asked to do. One particularly thorny issue, which still
occasionally plagues a number of the projects had to do with the hiring of community
membersaspaid staff. Individual snot hired for daff positions often felt that their contribution
to the projectswas not valued as much as those made by individuaswho were hired as & &ff.

While issues suchas these at times produced considerabl e tension, almost al the stories
that people told were filled with experiences that brought them feelings of joy, satisfaction
and fulfilment. They talked, often in glowing terms, of how the project had affected
themselves and thar families, providing them with meaningful and affordable activities,
enhancing their feelings of confidence and self-worth, and giving thema sense of purposein
life. They talked about Kills that both they and their children acquired through their
participation in the project, and the support that they all received from Better Begimings
staff, and from other residents who were involved in the project. Many interviewees talked
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about how their communities had become better places to live — cleaner, safer, and more
atractive — in which residents of all language and cultural backgrounds understood one
another better and got along better.

The stories people shared with ustold us that Better Beginningshad worked in the way
it was supposed to. People spoke about how the project had changed their lives, their
children’slives, and their comnunities and how they had played an active role in the change
process. Despite the many stones (and the occasional boulder) on the path from Better
Beginnings to Better Futures, it seems tha most of our story-tdlers had reached their
destination.
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