CJ Helps ACDSS Celebrate

September 15 – October 15, 2009  Hispanic Heritage Month
During CJ Executive Committee meetings and Plenaries, CJ members have encouraged each other to share the knowledge and information gained from these encounters with co-workers, in an effort to sensitize them to Latino needs and motivate enhanced customer service to this community.  
Linda Hemby, CJ Executive Committee member and Albemarle County Social Services employee, responded to this call by responding to a suggestion, from a member of her agency´s Diversity Work Group, to coordinate Social Services´ 2009 Hispanic Heritage Month activities.  

The 2009 Hispanic Heritage Month Work Group had its first meeting in June 2009. The,Work Group was unique in many ways.  First, its membership was exclusively “Hispanic”, for the exception of its coordinator Linda, who is a bicultural Salvadoran citizen.  Second, in light of the renowned national propagation of incorrect information and the negative portrayal of Latinos, contributing to a 40% increase nationally in hate crimes against them, the HHMWG felt a calling to dispel myths and promote a better understanding of our Latino clients. Towards this end, the work group used several techniques: 

weekly fliers, emphasizing a common myth or stereotype and facts to refute it, appearing on 15 bathroom stalls; 

weekly quizzes on the agency’s website - ranging from national, state and local demographic questions to others addressing health or education – and providing answers in the form of web links to related studies and reports; 

obtaining the donation of two prizes (dinner for two) to be awarded to quiz winners;

a bulletin board containing fact sheets on diverse Latino topics and cultural items related to our local Latino population of Mexicans, Salvadorans and Hondurans; and 

a power point presentation at the October staff meeting, including an overview of both our local Latino population (who they are, where they live, what needs they have) and ACDSS LEP resources, along with a recognition of ACDSS staff involved in Latino related outreach and the identification of tools for referring Spanish speakers to community services.

Another HHM conscious raising technique was the use of narratives or a profile, accompanied by a photo, of each of the agency’s six “Hispanic” employees from Mexico, El Salvador, Ecuador, Chile and Puerto Rico. 

These narratives were employed to bridge the “them and us” divide, to make the information being shared by the group less academic and more real, and in other words to enhance the impact of all HHM work group activities.  

All activities were time-consuming but the most demanding, and also meaningful to the group and to other staff who read them, were the narratives that were personal, touching, and demonstrative of a commitment to support cultural sensitivity within the agency.  For some, the exercise in preparing the profile was emotionally difficult.  For most, discussing and preparing them was “transformative”, causing the author to think about her/his identity and values.  For one employee, the narrative assignment helped her realize that she and her family would be happier living in Latin America and they are now considering relocating there.  The use of narratives also led to an unexpected increased understanding among work group members about the importance of culture and its importance to their self-awareness.  
These activities received recognition from ACDSS staff and director Kathy Ralston, and too, were enjoyed by Sally Thomas, Albemarle Board of Supervisors.

Additionally, the HHMWG coordinator translated several agency documents into Spanish and developed a Spanish language document clarifying processes and procedures.  These, along with other Spanish language materials, now make up a welcome packet distributed to all new ACDSS Latino Clients.

The ACDSS´ HHMWG activities provide ideas about how other agencies – government, community, academic, faith based, business, and others – can sensitize staff to diverse Client populations.

In addition to its expertise, through the role played by Executive Committee member Linda Hemby, CJ donated a door prize, a dinner for two at Cazón Tropical restaurant which has Salvadoran, Honduran and Dominican fare.
