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Street-smart kids train to train social workers

Joe Flonto
Metro Diary

Carmeta said she'd had a good
weekend; she finished her book :
review and she was proud of it. :

Rosa Alba got her social insur-

ance number and that made her :
very happy. Brian said the week :

was normal for him.
The kids are teens, and they

are all veterans of foster care; or :
they have lived in group homes; :
or, in some instances, they have :

brushed up against the law.

They have been recruited to :
take part in an innovative social :
services training program be- :

cause they are smart, and they

are survivors, and because they

: have intimate, inside knowledge :
. of how the social services sys- :
: tem works — or in some cases :
. does not work — to meet the :
. needs of kids. :
:  Once they finish their training, :
: they will be qualified to teach :
. social workers what life is like :
: from the point of view of the :
© kidsin the system.
! g Vachonis the creator :
of C2Y, the Connect To Youth :
programme. He is tall, slim, in- :
tense and observant. Heused to :
: be an executive trainer in the :
corporate world: his clients in- :
: cluded investment bankers, :
. credit card execs, and potato- :
. chip company big shots.

Wolfgan;

It is more fun training kids.

He said, “I'd been doing social :
work with young people for a !
: while, and some of them would :
just walk in and read me amaz- :
ingly well — they knew right :
away how toget what they want- :
ed

“T realized that youngpeoplein :

the system have a particular :
skill: they can suss out what they :
need to know pretty quickly, in :
order to survive.” And so he :
thought, why not train some of :

the kids to train social workers?

After they had talked about :
their week, the new recruits did :
some warm-up exercises: They :
: formed a circle; on impulse :
someone would jump into the :
middle of the circle and make a :
: which you just know hastobea :
refreshing reversal of roles. :
They will work with corrections
officials, youth workers, group :
: home staff, and so on. There is, :
as far as I know, no other pro- :

noise; and then the others, loud-

ly and all at once, would repeat :
the noise; and so it was “whoop!” :
“WHOOP!” all around the cir- :

cle.

It's not quite as goofy as it :
: gram like this in Canada. :

After the warm-ups, the kids :
acted out their impressions of :
what makes the ideal family, and :

: sounds. :

The exercise loosened the kids :
up, and helped them to shake off :
their inhibitions; all part of the :
: they had a group discussion.

There are 72 hours of classes :
scheduled; eventually, they will :
learn a bit of theatre. They will :
: develop some in-your-face :
characters — the lippy kid, the :

training,

aggressive kid, the wounded kid
— and they will use these char- :
acters to construct some true- :

to-life dramatic sketches.

They will then perform these :
: sketches for social workersina :
professional development set- :
ting, and get the social workers :
tohreact as if they were on the :
ob,
JThe kids will also give con- :

structive feedback to the adults,

Carmeta said, “The ideal fami-

ly is having my baby's father :

there, and us being close to her.”

Carmeta is 16; she and her ba- :
by’s father are living in a group :

home, and they are verymuchin :
love, and she is doing well in :
school; the couple has the sup- :
. port of her family and, perhaps, :

of his.

Brian said, “Families in Cana-
da are more open. Here, youcan :
: dale. I'm in foster care. It's
In Uganda, if you say that, you :
. will spend the night outside.” He :
implied, with a grimace, that :
: you might also get thumped.

tell your mom you don’t like her.

able outside.”

home because she was arrested

recently; another girl accused

Rosa Alba of making a death

threat. The charge was dropped.
A young woman named

may said, “I heard about this at

the information centre in Park-

working out. I have no com-
plaints” Why is she in foster
care? “My parents split up when

: ITwas 13, My dad, I have no news

A young woman named Dima :
said, “To be a success, that’s :
what my family taught me. Be- !
ing bad at school; that, to them, :
: is the worst. It's not about per- :
: sonal relationships athome. But :
: I'thinkifyou're not comfortable :
at home, you can’t be comfort- :
. good instructors.
How did the kids find out :
: about the training, and why did :
. they sign up? Rosa Alba said, '
“Someone in my group home :
- toldme. She said I would enjoyit :
because I am outspoken.” Sheis :
all of that. She lives in a group :

about. After they split up, my
mom went back to Angola.”
How does she feel about that?
“I've talked to my mom on the
phone, but we don't talk about
our issues.” It is issues such as
these, and how the kids are han-
dling them, that will make them

On Wednesday: to a group
home with the first graduates of
the training program.

Joe Fiorito usually appears Monday,
Wednesday and Friday. Email: jfiori-
to@thestar.ca
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When teachers become pupils

Joe l-" :
Metro Diary

the point of view of a kid in the *

systeni.

: Their virtue as trainers — in :
fadd:luuntown.spmtandre-i
: lentless

; against social workers, or they :
| ; areliving in group homes them- :

: membered from their own :
: childhoods — that a kid might :
‘ find hurtful. :
: I'm sure you have heard, or :
: perhaps have used, the answers :
: they came up with: “How can :
> you be so stupid?” “T'll give you :
something to complain about”

“Change vour attitude.”

» & N N/ Fa

Are you wineing yet?
- counsellors were

slick non sequiturs as he made

his way around the room: “Shut :
up!” “Tll show you!” “You don't :
{ know what the hell you're talk- :
: 'Aftqtthepgrformance, one
: worker had tears in her eyes
as she clapped her hands.
She was not alone in this

ing about!” :
Hedanedln'wa:dmdba&_

again as if he were
pnngmlmlfa dozen

;vu-balmheamuﬂﬂsewhulei
‘room was exhausted. Then he : i

Thepmﬂ)rmmﬂehsdbeenso : phisti

intense that one of the workers :

: had tears in her eyes as she
clapped her hands. She was oot

: alonein this.
Thegamehadonerule.The';

And then the young trainers :

allowed : led adiscussionaboutwhathap- :
] tosayﬂ:ephrmthey‘dplclmd. :
: and nothingmo : get in the way of real communi- :
Andmenl’eﬂt;rwmttowu& :
: confronting them in turn, 5

: tenmgmemhphmseandﬁnug :
: Their audience was captive: a : back quick, razor-
: handful of counsellors in a -
: group home on Logan Ave. who
: had set aside an afternoon for :
; pmf&ssmnaldeﬂvelopmen :
: The home is a residence for :
: kids on probation, or who are :
: otherwise in the care of the
: youth justice system. :
:  Andifthecounsellorswereun- :
: sure about what kind of training :
: they might get from the three :
: teens, thewarm-upexercise was :
- ashocker.

a ?
: Thecounsellorssaton couches :
Eotmarmchamintheltvmg;’

pens when words and attitudes :
cation.

Allfourslutswentpmﬂyumd:
though the most :

the same way, alf

razor- : amusing, and perhaps the most :
: difficult, was the one in which :
James played the kid who'd :
rather smoke dope than take Ri- :

And it wasn't actually :
ﬁ:ﬁmtifymhww

who can't focus : The
and won't listen and :
who zips from one :
thing to another like a :
drop of water on a hot :

griddle. :
The counsellor who volun- :
wemdmmkepartmﬂlednti

:ﬂgnﬁnmmm w'

talin.

hackontnck

ally listened. You did.a goodjob -

pmag'mg attention, pushing away °

thlngs that didn’t matter. -

: You looked comfortable. Your
eye contact was good. You asked
me to look at you You com-
mented very well. You used lan-
g!mgelemﬂdlmdmstxnd

” said the counsellor.

“Ha, ha,” said the others.

At the end of the day, Ishaan,
James and Peter presented
themselves as a kind of

answered

- Joe Florito usually appears vionday,
. Wednesday and Friday. Email: ffiori-
toicthestar.ca.



