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Somali Moms Get Organized

Janet Bojti
 


TDSB lookout.  Here come the angry moms.  They arrived as immigrant children and teens to Canada in the early 1990's. Now they're adults and mothers.  They want a better deal from the public school system for their kids than they got themselves.

 


In the words of a parent attending a TDSB Somali taskforce meeting in Lawrence Heights, "When I was in grade 8, I was pushed toward applied courses.  My English held me back because I'd only been in Canada three years.  I was a top student in Saudi Arabia, but here my teachers told me, 'No, you should go to community college and be happy with a pass.'  I'll be very sure this doesn't happen to my child."

 


Kids that went through the school system in the 90s as teens are now emerging as community leaders determined their children will not be bottom streamed and short changed on their futures.  It's not that their parents sat idly by while their children's futures were compromised.  More than a decade ago immigrant parents residing in two apartment buildings located on Queen's Plate Drive in Rexdale began a fight (and upped the ante these last couple of years) against a boundary change that barred their children from attending their neighbourhood school which was within walking distance and consigned them to being bussed to an inner city school on the other side of a major traffic artery and Highway 407.  This meant their kids couldn't avail themselves of badly needed after school tutoring.  Mothers couldn't get to their child's school to meet with their children's teacher or pick up a sick child from school.  Kids were cut out of clubs, sports teams, and rehearsals for school shows because they had to catch the school bus.  The parents never got their neighbourhood school back (though they got a better school than the one they had) but their efforts were not forgotten by the younger generation looking on.
 


"Unemployment is our biggest problem.  The TDSB doesn't hire us.  Our kids problems are income related.   Our kids need support," said a parent at the public meeting held by the Somali task force in the Lawrence Heights community centre.  Another spoke out," Kids go to school with empty stomachs.  85% of the parents at my kid's school are jobless..." She is interrupted by one of the young staffers present and told she can tell her story in the focus group. 
 


Women for Change is a grassroots group of activist Somali speaking women, determined to better the circumstances of their community. Their leadership is articulate, well organized and determined.  Deeply suspicious that the TDSB's Somali task force is only window dressing, they are going to hold the school board's feet to the fire for systemic discrimination. They don't like the way this task force meeting is set up for a start.  "It's on a week night so most parents can't come.  The weekend sessions in other parts of the city were better attended," said one mom.  First, the assembly has to listen to an overly long, statistic filled speech from the TDSB superintendent, telling them facts with which they are all too familiar.  Then comments and questions from the floor are suppressed.  With 25 minutes left, people have to form focus groups and the discussion must be organized around three predetermined questions.  If discussion digresses from the three questions, the speaker is interrupted and told to stay on track.  This format is discouraging to the community.  "Many of us felt we were being bossed around instead of consulted." 

 


In a May 2012 letter to the TDSB trustees, Women for Change listed ten demands.  These demands evolved from many meetings with the TDSB and among themselves.  They aren't new to the TDSB either.  They were presented to Chris Spence and superintendent Jim Syriopoulos in a meeting the previous December.  Among the demands were calls for the TDSB to hire more support staff from the Somali community.  Two positions, now vacant, a Somali community liaison worker and a Somali student equity advisor, should be refilled they say.  They were told there is no money. 
 


Yet now we hear that provincial funds earmarked for ESL and Learning Opportunities have been diverted by the board for years to cover budget shortfalls.  The Learning Opportunities Grant is money to support homework clubs, breakfast and lunch programs, extra support staff- all mentioned in the ten demands listed by Women for Change.  The threadbare ESL programs given at the TDSB are nowhere near meeting the needs of Toronto's children.  Not only are Somali speaking parents seeing their kids treated as underachievers, the money that was supposed to bridge the equity gap was ripped off. 
 


According to the TDSB's own figures, there are approximately 5,616 students from Somali speaking families in TDSB schools.  83% were born in Canada.  Only 66% of the graduate and there's a drop out rate of 25%.  They are over represented in bottom stream Special Education classes and are more frequently suspended (disciplined).  Among the general school population, 75% of all students are in the academic stream and 22% are in the applied steam.  But only 62% of the kids from Somali speaking families are in the academic stream and 31% are in applied programs.   The statistics show that the TDSB has ill served this community systemically denying their children what they need to succeed.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

