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Last fall, Pralrle Posi reporter Susan Quinlan was awarded the inaugural Peter Gzowski Life Literacy Fellowship from
ABC Life Literacy Canada. With that hegan Quinian’s work on this series focussing on the Manaonite community In
Southern Alberta and the struggle Its members face In acquiring Iiteracy. The Prairie Post is proud to present
these storles. We hope they shed some light on the challenges this unique community faces.

Along the path to literacy ...

STORY AND PHoTOs By Susan QuiNLAN

imaging arriving o take up residence in the country
Yot parents or prandpargnis were bom in, having heard
stories about its mountains, prairies and big blue shies,
and Hs polite and friendly people. Your expeclations are
high, excitéement paipable, but at the same lime you're
gripped with anxiely knowing once you cross the border
you'it be Isolated, because of the language you speak.

You're enlering a predominantly English-speaking
region while you're a Mennonite whase first language Is

Low German, a blend of German and Dutch. Although
you may have a refative tiving in the southern Alberta
ltown you're headed for, you're an adult with a family
concerned abou! burdening that relative who will have to
Serve as your transiator. As well, you're not looking
forward to the inevitable foss of privacy that will bring.
You't need that transiator when you apply for work, sel
up a bank account, pay 3 vistt Io your new doctor, even
when you shap for groceries.

You've therefore sacrificed your independence to some
extent with this move to Canada from Mexico, unlil you
acquire the language and get on with the iite you
imagined you and your family would have.

For some, the chalienpe of acquiring English literacy
goes on for years, with most agreeing that learning lo
speak is relatively easy, when compared with the
chalfenge of learning lo read and wrile. For most,
those latter skilis wil! lake years to perfect.
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Judy Fehr, 50, a Low German speaklng Mennoniie
{LGM), easlly racalls Lhe challenges she has navigated
and continues to face in acquiring Hieracy, even
though she and her husband, Aba, artived in southern
Alberta in ¥981.

Judy shakes her head as she recalls an exchange
that occurred shortly alier she and Abe arrived, on tha
farm wherg Abe had been hired to work.

*| spoke no English when we gol here. The first lime
I alked to Abe’s boss | was 50 overwhelmed. The
languaga was so much maorsa difflcult to leam than |
| oughl itwould be and | had myself comvinged §
| couldn't understand anything.”

Altheugh a friendly nelghbour took It upon hersel!
|o ghve Judy English lessons, her approach wasn't
working.

“All Ihe words sounded the same ... that first year, |
was Just so depressed.”

During thelr flrst Canadian wintar the isolation Judy
1edl on the farm, couplad with Jess Ihan adequate
Tiving conditions, lefl Judy feeling homesick and
Seversty depressed, with concems aboul acquiring
Nteracy far down: on a growing list ol
disappoiniments.

“1 even dreamed aboul I1, going back home and
sifting In the sunshine, eating com tortillas. I'd wake:
ur and my mouth woukd ba walering ... Wae had ssen
snow before, but mot ike here. Those old Lall windows
with the plastic on them raliled comstantly, I'd look oul
and therg was snow evarywhere. Abe would go-oul lo
milk and | was s0 atraid he'd disappaar.”

Trips 1o the doclor were Lhe worst, says Judy. No
one wants 1o sharg privata concems with others, but
wilh no command of Ihe language, she had no cholce.

*“When | had my daughier, we ware in Ihe hospital
and | kepl leiling the murses it was lime, but lhey
coukin'l undersiand. They pushed the bed halfway oul
the door and | kepl telling them | coutdn't wait, then
they finally pushed me back In.” Her daughter, Tina,
arrived seconds laler.

Nean the end ol What flrst winter, the Fehr's luck
began Lo change whes they moved 10 anothes
soulhern Albenia town. Judy made foends with a
Tgllow LGM and as wail, har boys entered school and
r;émaan picking up the languaga and speaking it at

ma.

I was able to pick bp 2 word here and there, and |
used lo watch a bit of television...” particularly
slicoms where dialogue and action are closely Enked,
then tinalty, her vocabutary bagan to expand.

“We also met this Low German-speaking couple
thal woutd only speak English when wa visited, so
thal pushed mie: lo leam. i we couldn't understand
they'd lell us the word In German. You can
understand English befora you can speak il, but you
must speak it to keow if.”

Formal language tralning for Judy didn't begin unlit
years after she arrtved, when In 2005 time and
circumstance configured in such a way that she was
able o attend English as a Second Language (ESL)
classes. Thal led to her sacurlng a job as a
Kindergarien alda witére $he worked with Low

Geman-speaking youngsisrs, but when the insinsctor
found out Judy wanted to lake classes as wall she
atranged for her 1o attend.

Continved on Page A15

L 3 s, L U7 e
Judy Fehr prepares to do some baking, as she can now read recipes written in English. A Low German speaking Mennonite,
Judy acquired the abllity to speak English after llving in Canada for a couple of years. However, the abllity to read and write
has proven 1o be more of a challenge, Just as it has for elhers whase first language Is not Engllsh.
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Now a arandmolher of 14 and with two ol her
alghl children having graduated untversity, Judy
recently decided it was lime o Improve her
ability lo read and wrile English and Is working
with a language lulor anca  wesk. By her own
astimation, she 7eads and writes at aboul &
Grade 2 level, bul lo spaak with Judy, you
wouldn'l know English Isn't her firsl language.

Meanwhile, Judy's career dream has always
been lo become a nurss, a prolsssion she
respects and to which she's well suited.
However, funding she would use in support of
her family while atiending classss is no longer
available, 50 she's unable to enler tull-time

study.

In looking back over Iha past 30 years and the
aifori she has made, Judy $ay$ atquiring
Ilteracy has been difficult, but she's succeeding
and although Abe passed away In 2005, ha
made great strides.

“My advica to newcomers is 1o o to school
rlght away and gel the language. Abe went to
schoal righl away and used to lell other
newcomers and me to ksam the language. In
time, I saw what he meant. He got his
journeyman (wedding) licket here and starleg his
own business. We look out studant loans lo
maks il happen, bul first he had 1o do his
upgrading. All thal work, and we also rzised our
Tamity.”
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Mary Penner, 36, arrived In Canada with
husband, Martin, and one of the slx children
they would eventually have, when the couple
was 16 and 20, respeclivaly.

As lo Mary's experience. Iike many olhers In
the LGM group, sha acquired English lteracy
fargely dua 1o her strict work ethic ang absolule
determination. She eventually managed to
Jupgle tul-time lileracy classes with managing
her home and famity, then pul har newly-
acquired education to work in an
entreprencurial andeavour,

“When we first gol here, neilker ol us spoks
any English,” Mary says.

Perhaps as a result, in part, of the challenge
that presented, the couple spent thelr first yaar
saving enough monsy to ralun 1o Mexdeo and
buy a small larm, Alter four years ol trying lo
make a go of It, they packed that venlure in and
retumed to Canada, this time wilh renewed
delermination to succeed.

Anolher year would pass befora Mary went lo
lleracy classes, which turned out 1 be an
experlence that differed sharply from the
education she and olhers raceived In Mexlcan
colony schools,

“In Mexico you have very llitl education;
only a5 much as a child gels hers In bwo years.”

As well, Mary was one of 70 Students In a
single classroom.

Ins colony schools, sludents enroll unlil age
12 and ara managed by one and occasionally,
but rarely, two teachers with no fomal
education or training, selected for that position
by the cofony’s councll.

“Thare was no epporiunkty (o lsam English
there. To gel the language here you conslanily
had to ask what words meanl, and | shill do
that. IU's very diiticull, especially for people that
are afrald lo ask. And lo speak, | never was able
until 1 went to school here. You don't really
know English until you speak It.”

Whal stands In Ihe way of many LGMs taking

language classes, says Mary, has lo do with
saving face. They don't want 10 misprongunce
aword or salect the wrong word, then have to
endure the embarrassment.

That's why Mary initially resisted golng lo
tiass and as well, thought she could acqulre
Ihe languags by sheer dalermination, as sha
could undersiand English, bul not yet speak it.

“When I finalty decided lo go lo school, it was
asa 'favour’ 1o a (riend,” she laughs,
acknowiedglng how she again chose to
preserve her sell-eslepm.

That 1rlend had approached Mary and asked
heér lo spread the werd, the melhod by which
all news travels in the LGM community, so
othets would attend an information session
about an vpcoming language class.

“After that mesting | learned they needed a
certain number of people to make the class go,
S0 | slgned up. Then | had to find 4 babysiter. |
was ong week In school and tha siller quit, but
by then § liked the school.™

Over the next sevaral years, Mary would
return to lileracy classas perlodically for

additlonal Inslruclion.

“I used to be 3 homa-stay mom all the iime.
It was very, very hard for me, L0 do my job at
home wilh tha kids and stll go lo schoo! full-
time, four days a week. Il was a ong day, but |
loved il; | loved it. Now | think ) almost do il ak;
F'm putting il 3l to work. | even know how fo
work on the compuler. | hated math, but we
had te do i and mow 1 am using It every day. it
It hadn't been for that schocl, how could | ever

do all this?
Continued on Page AT6
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Mary Peaner, 36, and four
of her six children enjoy a
romp on the fMmily's
trampoline in Iron Springs.
Following completion of a
literacy program at the
Taber and  Disirict
Community Adalt Learning
Association, Penner felt
confident enough to start
her own home business and
now has 50 women working
under her.

A brief
history of
Mennonites

SOURCES:

Ancestons of the Low Genmian speaking Mennoniles
(LGMs) wha now reside in southam Alberta originally
came trom Gesmany and Russia, to flee refgious
persaculion,

Following a rouke that would take sorme to the
northeastem Unlted States and others to Ontario and
Manitoba, hurther migration ocoured when the Canadlan
west opened up follgwing completion of 1he ralirgad,

By 1911, thare were 1,500 LGMs in Alberta and by

1920, 15 settiements had begun throughout the province,

Each was composed of a sect thal followed pacifist ways
and an agrarian Riestyle, and used technology to varying
degrees.

In the 1920s, some of thess Canadian LGMs became
upsel with the federal povernment, as they wanled to run
thelr grwn schools and given their pacifist beliels, wanled
10 ba axempt from military service,

Whth encouragemen from then Me:xdcan President
Alvaro Obregtn Salido, who thought native Maxicans
could benefit from the LEM's expertis in agricutture,

thousands of LGMs left the pralries and seled in Mexico

whils othars moved even further south.

LM colorkes In Mendoo consisted then and contioue
\oday with 2 school at their penir, a bishop, elecied for
ife by the congregation. and a vorsteheror busingss
managar, wha looks atier the colomy's finances with
regard to purchasing the land upon which the sact Fves,

There's also.a councl of elders thal make decislons for the

cokony and select Lhe teacher lor the school. Colony
Isachers have no formal training or credentials.

Family unkts within the colony sach operate 2 small lam

and each working member cordributes 1o the family's
purse.
The school curicutum consists of studying the Bible,

loaming tymns in the Genman hymnal and studying the
Catechism in preparation fos ackt baptism.

In their day-bo-day Rves this group speaks Low German:
—a biend of Dulch and German. bn class, which children
altend until age 12, students leam 1o read, wiite and speak
High Gemvan, 25 the Genman Lanpuaga s thought lo be
nest 1o Godliness. I the teacher has sidl inbaslc
arithmetic, that subject Is also taughl.

Migration of LGMs back 1o Canada from Mexdeo began
duwing the 1950s and continues today because of
Mexico's faltering economy, and as well because of the
escalation In viokenoe there, a direct result of the Rlegal
e trade,

The LGMs retuming to Alberta and 1o other provinces
are Ganadian by descen, as al least one of thelr parents or
grandparents was granted Canadian cliizenship following
Ihe Initial migration from Europe.
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Learning the language presents many challenges

Conlinued irom Page A15

“I'm not a quitler ... My husband didn't want me to go. He Hked
Ihe warm 100d, tha house clean. | had to fight to go to school, first
with mysalf then for me lo keep going. Then Marlin realized that
1t ha did mot Jet me go | would not become Ihe person | was
supposed to be. | pnderstand If wonen don't want o go,” ghen
their responsibilities.

“Ilgved schoal; | really loved It, then | gol a computer and my
husband wanted me 10 slarl a home busingss.”

Mary now sells Ardyss products, which ranga from clothing to
personal carg items and nutritional supplements, and she has
about 50 women working under her.

“Each slep was scary, but | just kept going.”

1i given the cholce, Mary would $1ill be taking language classes
10 furiher improve her reading and writing skills, but can't because
the dunding isn't there.

“H 1 was slill funded 1'd silll be going to classes, | was
completely sal on thal."

As to the future, school Is priority ona for Mary and Martin's s
chilidren.

“I el them Girade 12 s a must and that's whal they all have lo
do-

.

Their oldest, John, 18, wants lo ba a mechanic while tha second
oldest, Martin, 16, wanis to become a carpenler. And Mary
suspects one of her daughters, Grace, 9, will iikedy leach.

“If that would be her dream, | woukd support her and H | have
Iha money, I'l kefp her do thal ... | would not have the life | have,
without Wleracy.”

As for new anivals, Mary offers Ihls advice.

“Tha first thing | lell paople is go to school and gat your
language; you're golng 1o nesd k. At least get a Wtgr .., A litle
moiae than two vears 290, | would not have thought it was
pessible for ma to start my own business, and now i have.”

As lo the mosl postiive experlenta she has éncountered since
ariiving in Ganada, Mary responds wilh an example that relales to
her acquiring the language.

“When | sea lhe autreach for schooling, It gets Lo my heart
becausa | know | was nol comfortable speaking unti | had the
schooling. F didn’t know thers was so many good hearts out Lhere,
1o get the Mennonlles schooling.”

rae

Suzio Wolf, 36, arived in Vauxhall from Chifuahua i 2004,
wilh her two daughters, Jazmn, then 3 and Angelica, 13, in low,
and two marriad slslers In the reglon ready lo lend a hand.

Among the maln reasons Suzie lists for making the move north
Is sacuring a good educallon for her daoghters. According to
Sutzie, there are good schools in $ome Mexican cliles, but

because tha citles are so dangerous, particulary for women, she
id nol want to put her childran at risk.

“| want to support my daughiers in college hers. I'm not okay
with my daughlers having Just high school, | wanl my daughters
10 dregam, not just dream, bul make thelr dreams come {rue.

“In Maxico | had a very good |ob,” says Suzie, who worked as
2 Spanish tour guide, as well a3 a special needs assistant,

“When | arrlved, | knew a few English words, Low German was
my [irst language, then Spanish. We LGMs all face the sama
slruggles; we definilely don't know how Lo communicats in
English and you almast teel like bullding a wall 2round yourself.*

Once Suzla and her glrds had settled In, Jazmin stared pre-
Kindergarien and Suzie jolnad her,

“Jazmin staried pre-K, so | started pre-K. She'd read to me,
then | would read Lo hier, Thal program was very strong with
reading and rhyme, and | fiked Lhis way of learning the language.

1 encouraga parents to learn slong with their children.”

Meanwhile, Angelica began school as well and that proved to
ba the experlence that It the fire under Suzie, to acqulre tha
language as quickly as possibla.

“Ong day the school called and sald, ‘your daughter walked
away and has no parmission o do so. She's silting here now.
Would you talk to her?*

“| talked to her and asked her why she lsl. She said, ‘I feel llke
crying, Marn, and | don't want to do this in school, Can | Just
coma home and leam tha English with you?' She broke down and
crizd her eyas oul.”

At that polnt, na one could undersiand Angelica, nor could the
youngster understand her English-speaking peers.

"She felt she was not capabla. She wanted lo do it herself, but
she had someone siing with her all the time,” making her feel
Incompelent and singled out.

“Thal’s whan | fell | had lo do anything I could Lo help my
daughter, so wa began reading lo each olher. She would correct
me and we'd sit and read logether for one hous every day. That
was the very besk | ever did, to learn English. As a parent, that
was a pood thing, | was leaming and growing with my children
and that helped all of us.”

Angalica has now graduated from high school and is working
25 an alda In a small sural school, 1o ses If she would like to
pursue a teaching career. Her delermination ratiects thal of her
malher's, as Suzia says she definilly made language acguisition
a priority, reallzing i was absolutely necessary for her lg carve
out a new life.

“1 daflnliely wanled to bs independent, Uke | had been (n
Mexico). | did not depend on others 1o transtate. | remember us
going lo the theatia (here) for a movis and | told iy sister, Tl
manage this on my own. | Hold her ke go gel some popcom, then

1 asked for hwo Student tickats, two chilgren and two $énlors,”
Suzle says with a laugh, still a few decades away from the senior
designation.

"My niece was slanding at the side and Hstening, bul did nol
Intarrupt or corract me. | mada a lot of mistakes like that, but you
leam. | was not scared and | knew Ihal as soon as you lose the
{ear to say of do semething wrang, you can go on. If you don't
care even if you maks mistakes, for me and for everyona, lat that
fear go. You have to face that fear and put it away,

*I'd send my sisler away, so she would not hear me struggle
and help. | needed to do It on my own. | wanted lo be
indepandenl.”

Like many other LGMs Interviewed, Suzia recalled tha
experlence of shopping In a Canadian grocary stora as ong of
the most challenging tasks.

“Pd go 1o the store and 1 could not read any of the labels, I'd
Iook at the pictures and I'd ask mysalf, ‘doss IS look ke cream
for caffes?’ Then Id taks il home and no, that wasa't it. it was
very, very difigult.

“Dther times I'd get lo the cash register and they'd always ask
me all these questions | dign't understand, and I'd abways Just
smila and say 'no.’ Then one day the i at the 181 asked me all
thesa quastions and | kept saying ‘no’ until the end; then | said
‘yes.” She ended up carrying oul my littie bag of groceriss,” Suzie
chuckles.

“Al tirst, when | walked inlo a grocery store [ lelt [ike putting a
fitike house around me; | just smiled at people. Thal was my way
ol letting them know 1 was okay. Lots of LGMs da this.

"We'ra used to Uny grocery stores in Mexico, with ong cream
Ior the coties and not so many satad drassings! Wa'ra lost here,
complately lost. And If you don't read, you really don't know what
you're buying.”

Somatimes, Suzi $ays, she'd brin the empty contalner with
her.

“You watch and you'l see. Lots of women have them in Lhelr
purses, so they can look al the pictures.”

Suzig was In southern Alberla for ong year before she felt
confident speaking the language, hen after a second year, her
Iiving arrangemenis chanped and she found herself in need of &
full-ime job ta support herseit and her girls.

“Fwas a sell-confident person and knew ) had potentlal, but
didn'L think | could get a job, then a lady al the focal lileracy
assoclation saw my application and | got a joby In the £5L program
working with a Low German speaking pre-Kindergarten gid. |
worked three years as a speclal needs assistanl.”

The most challenging experience Suzie has had since arriving
was getting lhat lirst job and stepping Into a public schoal as staff.

Continued on Page AT7

Suzle Wolf, 36, readsan [
Engilsh storybook 1o
daughter Jazmin, 10, who s
follows along. A few short &g
years ago this scenario =
would not have been
possible, as Suzle's first =
language Is Low German. |
Having mmligrated o i
Canada In 2004, Suzle has [
since, along with both her
daughters, become
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Finding success with literacy and in business

Conticied from Page A16

“Hare | was, supposed 10 help the child feel part of a
community that | didn’t even feel part of, bul it was also the
expedence | learned the most irom. #t was so hard becavse | had
beon so self confident (In Mexico) When | had this language
barrier Ihal couid not let ma get iha job done.”

But acquirs the kanguage she did and at a remarkable rale,
then moved ca lo further Improve her litaracy by laking ESL
classes at Lethbridge Coltege.

“| started college in Janwary 2010, Into the upgrading
program. The Inslructors couldn’l believe | had never studled
English, | got the highesi marks In the upgrading program that
semaster.”

Although Suzie wishes she was still on campus, har studies
thers were derailed due to funding culs. However, Suzle
continues (o lake correspondence caurses lo Improve her
reading and writing skdlls, while working full-time.

“In September (2011} I'lt retum to school full-time for
Business Administration.

“Financially, | have quite a bit of expensas, so | have to work to
support my famdly, Il take me lpnger (ko gel my diploma), but
whal | absolulety loved was the lour monlhs al Lethbridga
College. Jus! to be a student and part of somalhing that makes
¥OU more capabie. | fell | was part of the college communlty. |
Joved it. IUs the thing | mos! enjoyed in my Iifa, bul when you
see the financlal struggle behind it you hava lo make decislons
that work for everyone tn your famity.

“Eatly on, | took an easy job for six weeks, serting beans, |
asked the boss, ‘do you have any problem with immigrants 7"
and ha sald, ‘I see us all as Immigranls.” Wa all need kg think
about that.

“My world has gotten $o much blgger thanks i literacy and [
teel my daughlers have a bripht fulure ahead of them.”

As for advlce lo Canadlans In helping LGMs acquire literacy,
Suzig suggests the following.

“Ba patienl. If wa don't understand the irst lime, Iry again;
we'll get it. Wo ¢an semse if peopla wanl us te belonp. ANow us
to belong and feel part of the communilty. Il takes effort. |
personally lgel thal people here are very supporlive, especially
Ihosa at the Taber lileracy assoclation.”

And Suzie's advice lo new Immagiznts ...

“Don’t draw back. | know you'll fel like hiding, bul face the
{ear, chafenge yoursell, It you hava lo starl from the ABCs, do
that. Everybody has 1o start with the ABCs, even the
profassionals. You will progress, you Jusl have to ba willing 1o
stap down and start whera you'ra at_ I's ane slep al a time and
you will move ahead,”

Jake Hiebert, 28, arrived In southern Ontarlo Trom Mexico 18
years ago, along wilh his mom, dad, brothers and sisters, In
keeping with whal he axplains Is the Mennonite way, Hiebert has
lollowed an enteepreneurial path and staried his own business.
He also brought his wifa, Tina, and #halr family west {o Alberta in
2005.

“Back when we first moved, my (amily spent the first few
meonths in Ontarlo on wallare which devastaled my dad.”

However, the Hieberts soon found work on a farm with the
older children heiping Iha parents gamn a living, dermonstrating
the work alhic Jake was ralsed with thal influences his llfe to this
day.

With the younger children gnrolled in EngNsh-speaking
schoals, Jaka spent about five years enduring bullylng that at
limes was hard lo lake, and ESL classes that, aithough heipful,
fasted only 20 minutes a day.

*“1 was hare for two years and | sl couldn’L speak the
language.”

There wars breaks during Ihose years when Jake's parants
could atford private school, bul for the most part he wouldn't
leam to read and wrile until he was an adult.

Hallway through Grade 8, ha left school and went Lo work on a
farm picking trult and vegelables aN houwrs of Wha day and nighl.

“That never bathered me. What bolhered me was my Inability
to move forward.”

At 17, Ihe owner of that farm asked Jake to take over
managament of Ihe crew.

“No problem supsevising, bul | had to gel a chamical
applicator's Nleance and | couldn’l read or write.”

However, Jake did hava rudimanlary literacy skills and
managed 1o pass the exam, bul more importanily, reakized his
need for 2 formal educalion which prompled him Lo begin study
for the General Equivalency Diploma {GED).

“| took the supsrvisory job for a year and a half, then an
opportunity came arcund 19 g0 Inlo sonstruction,”™

Again, Jake was asked if he wanled lo move ahead, this time
1o enter the Irades.

I had a greal teacher in construction; he had a great work
elhic, He saw | wasn't Just a labourer.*

Evanlually that tross convinced Jake il was In his own best
inlerests lo gal his journeyman’s tlcket.

Unbeknowns! Lo thal emplayer, Jake had been praparfng for
the GED and al the age of 22, passed Ihe exam.

“I'was never prapared lo do academlcs, because It uns
against whal | had been Laught Lo beligva,” thal farming was (he
most Important |ob to undertake, according to scriplure.

However, Jake had mel his fulure wile, Tina, a Low German
speaking Mennonile born and raised In southem Ontario and
therefore educated in the Canadian schoo) syslem.

“| had lsamed the basics of reading and writing as a farm
worker and read at a Grade 4 lgvsl, bul then Tina helped ma fing-
tuna those skills, For the first time it openad my eyes, that soms
Mennonites ware educaled and rol all wera agalns education.”

With his employer submilting the paparwark, so Jake could
recelva employment | whilg allending class, and akso
keeping track of Jake's hours, Jake was able to write the Irade
exam and recelve his journayman carpentar's lickst two years
aller that pracess began.

Now wilh 12 years In tha industry, Jake is a general conlractor
with his own business and two full-time emplayees, building
homes ang olher structures in southern Alberta.

Although his own exparience in somes Canadian schools was
not always positive, Jake says Ihe leacher he had at lhe Mexican
colony was axcellent, with am ability lo Identify and encourage a
child’s academic slrangths and as wall, o teach Biblical values.

“F can't say enough good about him.”

It's likely Ihat experience which promptad Jake and Tina te
move wast [n 2005, becavse he says they saw valua in the
school system In southem Alberia.

As for advice to newcomers, Jake has Ihis lo say ...

"If wo'va come to Canada because wa want freedom, lel's
#xprass appreclation for it; bet's learn the language. Leam it well
and do buslness here. In Mexico, evéryone owns a business;
why can't we bring Ihal meniallty here? Canada runs on Iha
backbone of enlreprensurs.”

Amd as 10 how Canadians can help newcomars with diteracy ...

“Accept people for who they are. Don't Lake an apporunity
away because of their language inability,” but rather, encouage
them to progress and you will no doubt be pleasanily surprised.

In next week’s Prairie Post, Susan
Quinian tatks about how the Taber
and District Community Adult
Learning Association Is trying to
break down the barriers to literacy
for Mennonites, but is struggling
because of funding shorifalls.

Jake Hlebert and daughter, Magdalena, 5, enjoy a toboggen ride sl a park close to thelr home In Picture Butte. Hiebert, a Low G king M H

moved to hern

Alberta trom Ontario with his wife, Tina, and thelr four chlldren. He now runs his own business In the reglon, working as a general contracior,
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Last fall, Prairle Post reporter Susan Quinlan was awarded the Inaugural Peter Gzowski Life Literacy Fellowship by
ABC Life Literacy Canada. With that began Quinlan’s work on this series, focussing on the Mennonite community in
Southern Alberta and their struggle to acquire literacy. This Is the second and final Installament of this serles.

Taber literacy assoc. endeavours to overcome funding barriers

By Busan QuinLaN
SOUTHERN ALDERTA

They've been arriving from various poinls in Mexico for
decades, foragoing the warmth of the tropical sun to build what
thay hope will be a better life In southern Alberta. And they
come for different reasons, to purchass land, 1o find a better
paying job or to escaps violence causad by the illegal drug trade,
now gripping many Mexican states. Whatever their reason, most
Low German speaking Mennonites (LGMs) want the apportunity
to carve out a better fife than the one they left behind, so they
can provide their children with more opportunities.

Howaver, before they can take advantage of those
opportunilles they must first acquire English literacy. Until
that time, they'll have to rely on others Lo serve as lranslalors,
whether they want to shop, visit the doctor and even answer
the phone. They have to swallow their pride and give up their
privacy, until they'ra able to Speak for themselves.

The degres to which LGMs acquire literacy is largely dus
to their vwn effort, but in the Taber region, that effort is
encouraged by stafl and volunteers at the Taber and District
Community Adull Leaming Association (TDCALA).

"We have had many memorable and heartwarming
axperiances with the LGM culture,” including a trip to their
communities In narthern Mexico, says Jane Brenner, executive
director of the TDCALA.

“We lived and learnad of the culture and developed a greater
respect, understanding and admiration for those we work with ..,
We work at building thelr trust. It they do not trust you, they will
not came to the program. You must be culiurally-sensitive and
aware of their needs.”

Many friendships have developed between the LGMs and
those affiliated with the TDCALA, who have a can-do phitosophy
whan it comes to providing literacy programs.
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All barriers to learning for this group have been taken down,
says Brenner, be thay financlal, with travel, living and childcare
expenses or cultural, where tutors and statf make the etfort
1o get to know and befriend sach other, encouraging the
Mennonites to become part of the larger community.

“Many students come 1o us with hardly any literacy skills, so
they move through different programs In our association.”

For example, they might start with tutoring or accessing the
English Languaga Learning Drop-In Centre, then move on 1o
Families Learning Together and the Pre-Apprenticeship
Language Learning program.

“What a thrill to see students make that much progress and
betler yet, what 2 morale booster for them.”

Branner says the TDCALA's programs have bean desigred to
allow tearners to “laddsr™ from one program fo anothar, as they
increase their literacy skills. In that way, they nol anly acquire
Iiteracy, but the training neaded to enter a trade or make angther
caresr choica, moving on to post-secondary study.

However, in its atiempt to achieve its mandate of helping
adults agquire literacy, the TDCALA faces constant financial
challenges that reduce course offerings and as well, impade
LGMs from attending classes.

“These paople have large families and without financial
support 1o attend training, there’s no way they can come to
class.”

Brannar says although hoth the provincial and fedarat
governmants claim to support English as a Second Language
{ESL) programs, incansistent provision of funding threatens the
ability of LGMs to carve out 2 new life.

“Tha LGMs have becoma very important to gur community.
Most buy and own their own homes; they're good citizens in that
they're responsible, pay their taxes, have beautiful yards; most
are vary good neighbours...,” says Lols Malonay, lormer mayor

Sadle Boersma, language tutor, reads wi

th Susanna Thiessen (right), a Low German spealdng Mennoaite (LGM} who
Is developing her English literacy skills, Thiessen Is one of many LGMs living n the Vauxhall area, where the Taber

and District Community Adult Learning Association hopes lo rent space for a tutoring drop-in centre,

of Vauxhall, where the town's population is almost 60 per cent
LGM.

Like many rural towns, Yauxhall was faced with a dwindling
population threatening the viability of its schools, recreational
facilities and other public strugtures, so migration of LGMs into
these areas is welcomed by many.

David Torrie, a farmer at Grassy Lake, concurs with Maloney
and says he and his wife decided to have their older teenagers
atiend the local high school, rather than bus to a larger centra,
10 help build community.

“This community used to be composed of farmers reliring
wilh hopes that their kids would run the farms, but many kids
move on lo other carsers. The school sufiered with low
eoroliment ... Since the LGMs hava baen coming to Grassy
Lake, it has totally changed the town,” which is now 80 par cent
LGM.

“I¥'s a German town. The school has exploded. It's full and
they're all LGMs... Thay're beautiful people and the poputation
here has had really good experiences with them.

“They love basketball; it draws them into the community.

The LGM kids are bright, wonderful, talented kids. Gnca the
townsiolk start to work with these people and get to know them,
they embrace them. Spending time with them and teaching them
what they want ... they’re just 5o grateful.

“We ware a ghost town. They saved our town. We're aven
talking about developing a subdivision, which is a miracle. &
subdivision in Grassy Lake {pop. 443, 2006}, Tosrie shakes his
head and laughs.

Brenner notes Albarta Education, Advanced Education and
Technology, and Albarta Employment and Immigration {AEl)
all includa litaracy in their mandates. However, these three
ministries lack a co-ordinated, strategic approach to ensure
literacy programs remain funded to assist ESL karners, so these
individuals can in turn secure gainful smployment and establish
{hemselves,

“As waell, AEl is pushing for everything to go online, What
about those with no literacy and no computers?” Brenner agks.

As a girect result of the tack of a co-ordinated effort, Brenner
says the LGMs ara trapped in low-paying jobs with limited
literacy skilts, an unferiunate situation givan this group's strong
work athic and penchant to be antreprenaurial.

*1 recently bumped into one gentleman who had been through
our program a few yaars back and got his Class 1 {semi truck
driving) licence. | asked him how things were going and he told
me he now has 17 trucks in his fleet. | just couldn't believe it,
then he said, ‘well Jane, you folks told mae to dream big'."

0Of the many countries people migrate to, Canadians may
wonder why thess LGMs have chosan to ¢ome to the irozen
north and the simple answer to that is easy access. The LGMs
hold a variation of citizenghip known as “Canadian by descent,”
wherg at least one of their parents or grandparents was a
Canadian citizan.

Ironically, this classification stands in the way of LGMs
receiving the sarne lavel of financiat suppert given to others who
enter this country to take up permanent residence.

“There’s undisputed and adequate federal funding in place to
take caré of language training for immigrants through the LING
{Languags lnstruction for New Ganadians) program, but there's
ne such funding avadlable for LGMs because they ara not
immigrants, Their burden ts their classification as Canadian by
descant.

“There ara 80 community adult learning councils situated
throughout rural Alberta that have a mandate to provide ESL, but
they’re attempting to do so with very limited funds.”

To get the money needed to operate the TDGALA, Brenner has,
in the past, accessed funds through Alberta Advanced Education
and Technology {AAET), and coupled those with small amounts
received from several different federal programs and
contrigutions from private donors.

Continued on Page 5
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Breaking Down Barriers To Literacy -

Taber Assoc. helping Mennomtes the best it can

Continyed from Page 4

AAET works with the province's
Community Adutt Learning Councils to
provida a range of community-based,
nan-credit Jearning opportunities that
work toward adult literacy and |
employability enhancement, says |
Brenngr, The councils in turm work
closely with various community
institutions to assist lsamers in a
seamless transition inte the post-
secondary system, and all of these
relationships are essential in helping
ESL adults improve their lives.

The problem with funding arises,
says Brenner, becauss the courses
ESL learners must take to gain literacy
are not accredited or credit sarning.
Because of this, participants can't get
grant funding or Employment
Insurance to cover living expenses
while they go to school. This presents
a significant problem for the LGM
population, as these families rely on
their men to earn the bulk of the
family's incorne. If the men attend
classes without support, there's no
monay coming in.

“Becausa of cutbacks and the current
economic climate, the Alberta
government has focussed on funding
programs that get people into the
workforce as quickly as possible,”
says Tracey Kipta, cornmunications
manager for Alberta Advanced
Education and Career Development,

Although sympathetic to the LGMs'
situation, Kipta recommends they
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Jane Brenner (rlght), execullve dh'eclor of the Taber and Dlalrlct Community Adult Learning
look over a calendar of thelr course
olferinp for the upcoming term. With ever increasing numbers of Low German speaking Mennonites
moving to the Taber region from Mexico, many of the courses offered at the TDCALA have been tallor
made 10 meet the needs of this large group.

d Cindy Lauwen, administrative assistant,

In their 2009-2070 State of Learning
in Canada report, the CCL states its
research affirms, “time and again, that
the skills and knowledge that citizens
bring to their {amilies, their
workplaces and their communities
helps determing a country’s econontic
success and overall quality of lifs.”

Janst Lane, exscutive director,
Literacy Alberta says community
literacy and learning programs offar
paople who do not think of themselves
as learners a safe place to begin their
adult learning journey.

“Programs like the ong in Taber
reach paople who would not otherwise
ongage in learning programs that can
change their lives. When government
priorities change, programs which
quietly make a big ditierence are oftan
dropped. As the unemployment rate
continues to fall in Alhérta we are
going to need community learning and
literacy programs to help enable
averyona who wanis to work gain the
skills they need ...," says Lane.

“In the past 10 years, according to
the Menncnite Central Commities,
betwesn 10 and 12,600 LGMs have
migrated to southern Alberta and it's
estimated those numbers will double,
due to escalating violence in northern
Mexico and poor living conditions in
that country as well,” says Brenner.

Given that dramatic inlflux, Brenner
says she has no idea how this group
will cope without English literacy
instruction.

explore other training and employment

options that hava the required accreditation. However, Brenner
says that's impractical, because without the ability to read, write
or speak English, there are no programs avaitable and this group
is therefore destined to remain in a cycle of poverty.

Two of the TOCALA's most highly subscribed, yet non-
accredited programs, are Familiss Learning Together (FLT) and
Pra-Apprenticaship Language Learning (PALL}, says Brenner.
Although they support the Alberta government’s focus on
creating a strong foundation for continued economic strength,
both have been significantly affected by funding cuts where FLT
is now offered on a part-time hasis in half the locations and PALL
isn't being offered at all. That means a drastic reduction in
litaracy training, where 450 classroom hours are required for an
individual to gain ona Canadian benchmark or ong level of ability
in using the languags, to accomplish a cartain set of basic tasks.

“Full-time training in the winter, when these farm workers are
laid off or unable to find work is the best solution, the one we
have seen create the most growth in literacy and employability
skills.

“Tha 17-woek FLT program introduces entire families to
English and focuses on improving adulls' oral literacy, reading,
writing, essential and employability skills and family literacy. It's a
full-time, 450-hour program that runs four days a wesk during
the winter season, when farm laborers have been laid off,”
explaing Brenner,

Banelits for adults taking the FLT program include an increased
likglihood they'll go on to better employmant or other kaming
opportunities, Says Bremner, and as well, likely for the first time,
they’ll understand their role as their child’s first educator.

“They also develop a network of friends and support through
association with adulls in the program, and bacome batter
adjusted to the Canadian lifestyle.”

Brenner says moms that coma to the FLT program want to gain
the literacy skills they need to ba independant.

“They want to educate thamsalves, so they can provide a better
life for their children.”

Men completing the FLT program no longer seek out jobs
exclusively in agriculturg, says Brenner, They search out
positions where more skills are required, as a direct resuit of
their increased training,

“Men and women are breaking away irom the idea that
education is bad (too worldly} and realize that it's one of the main
things they need for a successful life in Canada.”

The TOCALA's PALL program was previously sponsored by

Alberta Employrsat and Immigration, and developed to assist
those wanling to improve their smployment opportunities by
entering the trades, explains Brenner. The program provides 26
wesks of study to prepare individuals to successfully write trade
entrance exams.

“Involvement in the PALL program is life changing. The
knowledge, skills and configence of program participants has
greatly increased.”

As well, the potantial to earn more than a living wage gives the
LGMs an opportunity te live without constant financial pressurs,
says Brenner.

I addition to the FLT and PALL programs, TDCALA operates
the English Language Learners’ Drop-In Centre.

“At any given time in the drop-in cantre there may be a group
language training class going on, one-on-ong Lutoring,
citizenship classes, driver's licensa classes, 28 wall as computer
assisted barning and individualized help,” says Brénner, adding
that funding cuts have now aflected the viability of the drop-in
cantre as well.

Future prospects: the big picture

With concern for the impact of failing literacy rates on this
nation’s economy, Craig Alexander, VP TD Firancial Group,
researched and wrote Literacy Matlers: A call for action.

Alaxander states that closa to half of Canada’s adult population
have inadequate prose and document literacy skills, and more
than half struggle with numeracy skills.

“For immigrants those figures are even more extreme, where
those aged 16 1o 65 parform signilicantly below tha national
average,” which Alexander says is strong svidence Canada is
not integrating immigrants tnto the sconomy and society to the
extent it should be.

In Reading the Future: Planning to meet Canada’s future
literacy needs, a report commissioned by the Canadian Council
on Learning {CCL), researchers reiterate Alaxander’s findings
and also conclude the proportion of adults with low literacy is
expectad to remain ynchanged threugh 2031, factoring in
population growth.

In order to succeed in today'’s economy, CCL researchers state
workers must have far more than a rudimentary ability to read
and write. They must possess the ability to analyze information,
understand abstract ideas &nd acquire other complex life skills,
positively afiecting their own lives bul as well, profoundly
influencing their nation's economy.

Success [s attainalile

Many do succeed, says Brenner, who cites 2 number of
examples including the LGM running the feet of 17 semi trucks,
and 2 woman who attanded FLT even though she had six children
to manage including an infant. Her goal was to drive a semi, but
also start her own business. She got the semi licence then moved
on 1o develop her own small business and now has more than 50
women working under her supervision. Therg's also the LGM that
wanted to open his own garage and has now done so, and about
55 others who wrote and passed 1he GED and are now enrolled in
post-secondary or deciding which program they would like to
pursue,

Charles Hart, manager of the TOCALAs ELL Drop-In Centre,
says, “This is a time of profound change in the LGM community.
In a single generation, they're acquiring English literacy and
moving ‘into’ Wastern society,” by way of the occupations
they choosa, as they no longer want to work exclusively in
agriculture,

In the past thres years, says Hart, the drop-in centra has taught
classes ranging from English for Moms to Computer Basics
through to Resumé Writing and How to use a GPS, in response
to what LGM's reques?, and about 1,300 have taken classes,

Each LGM has a different goal, says Brennar, and some
accomplishments gat mora attention than others, but they're all
pleased when they make progress.

“Oné student quipped that he has been working construction
for years, and now ha can spellit.”

Regarding the commitment of tutors at the front lines assisting
these LGMSs, Branner says they, along with staff, are a special
group.

“The tutors don't do it for the money because they don’t gat
paid; what they receive has much grealer value. They do il
bacause they beligve in their communities and want to build a
welcoming and inclusive community. They do it because many of
them came hgre or their parents came here as immigrants and
they know what it's like to learn a new language and culture. They
doit out of love and kindness, and every one of them will tell you
that they learn and get so much more out of tutoring these
Mennonites than what they give.

“This group of LGMs falls batween the cracks, as they are
Canadian citizens born abroad and English is not their first
language. They hava the bsast skills to help thamselves ko build
a better life and can't access services, begause they can't speak
the anguage. If we don't advocate for them, who will?”



