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Hard past, bright future
Paulette Senior, the new CEO of
the YWCA of Canada, aspires to
become one of the country's
strongest and best-known
advocates for women.

As head of the nation's largest
multi-service organization for
women — providing daycare,
housing, emergency shelter,
training and support for hun-
dreds of thousands of Canadi-
ans — Senior speaks with both
the authority of the role and a
passion born of personal experi-
ence.
On the eve of International

Women's Day, the YWCA re-
mains "a key player and a strong
voice for women across the
country" after 125 years in busi-
ness, she says in an interview in
her Toronto office. "My partic-
ular role is about advocacy."
Just six weeks into the job, Se-

nior has already stepped front
and centre at news conferences
and in face-to-face lobbying,
urging the new Conservative
government not only to live up
to the day-care agreements the
previous government signed
with the provinces, but also to
retain the federal gun registry —
both issues, she says, that affect
the lives of women.
The 44-year-old single mother

says her life not only exemplifies
the hurdles women face today
but also demonstrates the im-
portance of programs and sup-
port networks that help women
meet their potential.
"I have a sense of how to help

people and what it is like to be in
their shoes," says Senior.
Her parents were Jamaican

immigrants who brought their
six children to Toronto in dribs
and drabs as the family's for-
tunes improved. After she ar-
rived in Canada at the age of 11,
her grades slipped.' She realized
teachers here didn't expect
much of her.
"I lost my sense of self-esteem,

my confidence."
A lacklustre high school stint
was followed by early marriage,
a baby by the time she was 22,
and then a divorce.
"I had no sense of direction."

Which was a shame, she ad-
mits, after all the sacrifices her
family had made so the children
could survive and thrive. She
and her five siblings lived with
their grandmother on her farm
in Jamaica while their parents
worked in the capital city of
Kingston and then in Toronto.
Senior's mother, Lilieth, ar-

rived here first, taking a job at
the Royal York hotel. Father
Charles came two years later
and got a job as a TTC mechanic.
As soon as they could, they sent
for the children and bought a
first home in the Wychwood-St.
Clair area before moving to
Scarborough.
But getting ahead didn't turn
out to be easy for the next gener-
ation. "I was doing jobs that
didn't lead anywhere. My
grandmother and parents had
sacrificed so we could have that

Paulette Senior, new CEO of the YWCA, is familiar with the life of the young
disillusioned single mom and the importance of support, writes Trish Crawford
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Paulette Senior, 44, who hopes to become one of the country's strongest and best-known advocates for women as the new national head of
the YWCA, says this sculpture, titled Circle of Love by artist Kim Lawrence, embodies "strength and love" and gives her inspiration.

Senior has been a candidate for the
New Democrats three times —
municipally, provincially and federally
— but has not been elected. It's no
fun to run and lose, but Senior
believes it's important for women to
participate in politics.
"If we are not at the table," she says,

"the decisions being made will not be
positive for us."
For Senior, it's always been essential

to get involved.
She began volunteering at

community agencies while still a
student at York, including her son's
schools, where she helped arrange
cultural events such as a black history
celebration.
She was determined that son
Jermayne Williams, now 22 and
studying health promotion at
Dalhousie University in Halifax,
would not lose his confidence in
school the way she had.
"I knew things were different when

he was in Grade 6 and said of his
teacher: 'She inspired me to learn.'"

better life, and I wasn't fulfilling
that," Senior recalls. "When I
was a child, I had dreamed of be-
ing a psychologist. Being sepa-
rated and having a child to care
for — this was an awakening. I
found the reason to go after
what I wanted in life."
With her mother's support,
she moved back home, found
daycare, applied for social assis-
tance and headed off to York
University to study psychology.
A career in social agencies
helping youth and women fol-
lowed.
She felt a strong bond with the

young women she encountered
who were struggling to raise
children and find jobs.
"I realized that without my

family, I would be right there
myself," Senior says. "What's
needed for single mothers,
women and anyone who's gone
off the path is support. It is re-
ally important"
As an outreach worker, she

ventured into public housing

projects to talk to women isolat-
ed in their apartments. "I let
them know someone cared."
Most of her 20 years in com-

munity service have been spent
with fee Toronto YWCA. She
ran the access and equity pro-
gram, set up to ensure that pro-
grams were broadly based and
the people hired represented
the city's diversity.
Today, women of colour make

up 49 per cent of the YWCA's
workforce, largely thanks to Se-
nior's leadership, says Heather
McGregor, executive director of
the Toronto YWCA. "It doesn't
happen by accident."
Most recently, Senior was ex-

ecutive director of Yellow Brick
House, an Aurora shelter for
women and children.
In her new national post,

McGregor says, Senior will un-
doubtedly make waves.
"It's very clear she is really go-

ing to make a change and be a
role model for others ... She's
not afraid to speak up."

Senior moved out of her moth-
er's home only a few years ago,
grateful for the supports that
living in an extended family pro-
vided for her and her son.
"She was cooking with cheese,"

Senior says with a laugh, allud-
ing to the TV commercials sug-
gesting that some adult children
refuse to leave the nest because
the parents make tasty dinners.
Dianne Barham met Senior 15

years ago when they attended a
youth rally on Yonge St. Later,
both single parents of young
boys, they found themselves
volunteering together on the
Scarborough Black Education
Committee and struck up a
friendship. Says Barham, a re-
cruiter: "We do consider it a
treat to go to community events
together."
Tomorrow, Senior will cele-

brate International Women's
Day with the Toronto YWCA as
it announces this year's recipi-
ents of its Women of Distinction
awards.


