EDUCATION

onika Morgan saw her high school career cut short when

she found herself homeless as a teenager. Today she's a

student at Ryerson University, founder of the Medina Col-
lective, coordinator of the Women Moving Forward Project at the
Jane-Finch Community and Family Centre, one of the YWCA's
Young Women of Distinction and an inspiration to activists all
over. Tonika spoke to Sway about her degree from the School of
Hard Knocks and the importance of formal education.

Your ability to overcome and overachieve is truly inspiring. How did the
experience of homelessness at such a young age shape your drive and
character?

Being impoverished was a detriment to my character. It was
demoralizing. My drive came from a desire to survive financially.
Being in that situation, | finally understood what was meant by the
expression "survival of the fittest." So | had a hunger to survive —
something | watched my mother do with me and my brothers. | also
had the good fortune of becoming politicized as | became better at
my survival.

How common is homelessness among African/Caribbean black Canadian
youth?

| don't know those statistics. What | do know is that the idea of
being "homeless" is foreign to the African/Caribbean black
community. When my story was published, | was often questioned
about its truthfulness because, according to most people, "black
people — especially women — don't experience homelessness" and if
one does, she should be ashamed of herself for airing the
community's dirty laundry.

What do you believe are the contributing factors in today's society that create
homelessness — specifically those in black society?

If people don't believe homelessness exists, then marginalization
is that much more traumatic. | think that ignorance perpetuates a
cycle of poor-bashing and self-hatred. These

sentiments are often instilled through the socialization of our people.
We are expected to act and behave in a manner that doesn't disturb
the status quo. However this status quo maintains that there are no
such things as racism, sexism and discrimination in Canada. This is
the message passed on through governments' action or inaction on
schools, the justice system and other powerful institutions.

How has education helped you overcome the social and personal obstacles
you've faced?

It hasn't. | realized that the only way that | can become credible
in this Western world is through education. Now that | am pursuing
post-secondary studies, it's interesting to see how many people will
listen to what | have to say and deem me "credible"— the black
community included.

People think that it's my drive and desire that have resulted in me
becoming a full-time student with a full-time job, but really | do both
because nobody would give me a scholarship. They didn't believe in
my capabilities. | went through most of my first year with As until my
part-time job contract ended, and as a result my marks dropped. |
realized that this will be my experience until school is out, and the
last thing | wanted to do was end up in a shelter again. So here | am
working and going to school under the fictitious guise of "strong
black superwoman." | also think that the credibility I've suddenly ac-
quired as a result of being "educated" speaks to elitism within activist
circles. As a result, spaces become unsafe for women who have
experiential expertise to share about their struggles, desires and
dreams. If you don't have education, you must remain silent. My
education is simply a tool to help me continue to create a forum for
the women after me, who don't have the privilege of applying for
post-secondary studies. Their experiences are valid, and need to be
heard.
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In your life, you've had to face a great deal of personal adversity.
What advice would you give to a young person who is currently
living in a state of homelessness and poverty?

Use community organizations. They are there to help you,
and many of them enjoy it. The great thing about the non-
profit sector is that it's driven by passion instead of dollars. Use
their resources and keep it moving. Then develop a network of
support — a social worker, a mentor, a job coach — anyone
who you believe will support you in your quest for success.

What were the circumstances at your lowest point, and what was
the one singular thing that gave you the strength to overcome?

I was living in the YWCA Stop 86 Women's Shelter and
realized that I'd had about 30-plus roommates in about three
months. I had seen and heard things that women had to do for
survival. I began to assess my own survival methods, and real-
ized that I needed to get out and get out quick. I didn't want
to "shelter hop" like a lot of my roommates. I didn't want to
enter the sex trade and I didn't want to find myself strung out
on anything. So, I started my hustle. I found people who could
help me, and more people started popping up. I just rode that
tide and got myself out of there.

What support systems are available for black youth?

I don't know. It's unfortunate, but I was not embraced by the
black community until I was recognized by other activists and
women's organizations.

Morgan's Mantra:

"Ifopportunity doesn'tknock,
build adoor."

Events

SAT APR 22

28™ MALTON BLACK DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATION AWARDS
The MBDA hosts its 28th annual awards dinner, awarding
scholarships to black students in Malton secondary schools
who have registered to go onto a post-secondary institution.

$65 [incl. arking],. Marriott Toronto Airport, 901 Dixon Rd. For details, call 905-673-
0678 or 905-678-7709.

SAT MAY 13

ASSOCIATION OF BLACK LAW ENFORCERS 14TH ANNUAL
SCHOLARSHIP AWARDS BALL

The ABLE hosts this annual gala to acknowledge black or visible
minority youths who've achieved academic excellence and made a
positive contribution.

$120 at 416-652-5055, info@ablenet.ca. Paramount Conference 8. Event Venue, 222
Rowntree Dairy Rd, Vaughan.

FRI MAY 19-SUN MAY 21

THE POWER WITHIN: ORGANIZING BLACK YOUTH

FOR CIVIC PARTICIPATION ] )
The National Council of Jamaicans and Supportive Organiza-
tions in Canada Inc. hosts a conference designed and led by a
team of young PeqPIe. Geared toward black youth between 16
and 25 years old, it features keynote speakers, including youth
advocate Kehinde Bah and Canadian Idol judge Farley Flex.

9am. Free. University of Toronto, OISE, 252 Bloor W. For details and to register, go
to www.ncjsoc.ca or call 1-888-629-3521.

SAT JUNE 10

21ST ANNIVERSARY -THE CONGRESS OF BLACK WOMEN
OF CANADA

The CBWC is a national non-profit community organization
with 26 chapters across the country. Festivities include an
awards ceremony, recognizing academic excellence by black
youth and teachers with academic scholarships.

6pm-1am. $100 at 905-819-8361. Novotel Hotel, 3670 Hurontario St, Mississauga. -
DARLEEN HENDRICKSON



