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In America we still hold onto the romantic myth that refugee families work 
hard, stay together, marshal their resources, and focus all their effort on 
giving their kids the American Dream.  The reality is that refugee couples 
face enormous challenges and hardship and, too many are adding the 
trauma of divorce and family breakdown to the mix. It’s almost impossible 
to give your kids a boost up the success ladder without the foundation 
of a stable marriage.  I commend the extraordinary work of the Refugee 
Healthy Marriage Initiative in delivering solid, practical help – and hope – to 

these couples by adapting the existing American Marriage Education programs to make them accessible to the 
incredible variety of refugee and immigrant cultures that make up the American melting pot.

Your work has not only helped immigrant and refugee families - and the country. You’ve also helped the Marriage 
Education field by demonstrating how important it is to make all of our programs accessible to all of our 
couples.  You’ve shown that if our lessons don’t fit a couple’s culture they don’t make sense, don’t connect - they 
just fly right by - and don’t help. And, what’s certain in America is that you don’t have to be working with recent 
immigrants to be working with a unique culture with its own rituals, meanings, customs, roles, and rules.  Your 
work has transformed the work of those working with an enormous variety of families – military families, rural 
and farm families, the suddenly unemployed, native Americans, prison populations, those facing a serious medical 
diagnosis - with anyone dealing with the challenges and trauma of sudden change, hardship, and displacement.

It is also of note that your work so nicely fits with this year’s trends. Due to tough economic times and loss 
of funding, we have come to recognize that our marriage and family strengthening work must shift to the 
congregational level. And, just when we need it we have the fireproof phenomenon - churches across the country 
on fire and eager to create marriage ministries. And, just when we need it, we also have your expertise and your 
culturally-informed model to help translate this desire to help into success, to help the many congregations that 
minister to immigrant and refugee populations to reach their targets.

Diane Sollee, MSW
Founder and Director, smartmarriages.com

Join us for the 13th Annual Smart Marriages® Conference
July 6 - 12, 2009
Orlando, Florida
Visit www.smartmarriages.com for more information and to register.  
Early bird registration ends on May 15th.

Thank You for Your Work

Opening Remarks
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A couple of years ago, I visited one of the 
agencies participating in the Illinois Refugee 
Family Strengthening Project in order to assess 
effectiveness of their work with refugees in  
marriage education classes.  I had the opportunity 
to meet and talk with two Somali Bantu couples 
about their experiences.  I asked them,” What did 
you learn?”  I very clearly remember an answer one 
of the men gave me through an interpreter, “Here in 
America,” he said, “I now need to ask my wife what 
she thinks.”

Did we teach this man to follow exactly new 
patterns of communication offered by our classes?  
Probably not.  Communication patterns are set 
very early on in life and it takes much more than 
eight hours to produce a noticeable change in 
how a person communicates.  What he got out 
of this “Power of Two” workshop was much 
more important. It was a realization that cultural 
change was happening and it was happening not 
only all around him, but right at home.  Even more 
importantly, taking this workshop helped him to be 
more open to accepting this change.

In today’s economic situation, resources are scarce 
and jobs are hard to find.  There is overall anxiety 
shooting through the roof regarding how to 
answer a very logical question: do refugees really 
need classes on how to relate to their spouses or 
their children?   Is it not a luxury item on a menu 
of refugee services? When I put this question in 
front of me, I think about this Somali Bantu man 
and about many other men and women who went 
through our workshops over the years and came 
out of them with an understanding that things are 
different in the United States.  They have choices 
they never thought about before, and that it is up 
to them to make it better at home.  And why only 

at home?  In 
workshops, 
we discuss 
that being 
responsible for 
one’s emotional 
reactions and 
choice of words 
also become 
crucially important skills in the workplace  
and in interacting with many other systems or  
social institutions.

To be the most effective in the work that we are 
doing, it is important to realize that what we are 
teaching in not how to be happily married.  We are 
helping refugees to become New Americans by 
understanding the culture through its values.  We 
use marriage/family relationships education as a 
vehicle to do so.  It does not matter which marriage 
education model we use as our basic structure.  
Here are the main points that – if we do our job 
well – participants obtain from the process:

•	 US-American	culture	is	an	individually	oriented	
culture. For this reason, the expectation is that 
each individual is responsible for his or her 
actions, has a right to make personal choices 
(and be responsible for them).  That is why 
we teach “I-statements,” knowing one’s own 
emotional triggers and threshold of anger, etc. 

•	 Directness	is	perceived	as	the	most	productive	
way of communication in this culture.  In every 
model we work with, we teach refuges how 
to be more direct. For many of them it is 
painfully difficult and most of them will never 
fully switch to direct communication from their 
traditional indirectness.  However, the fact that 
we expose workshop participants to direct 

Building a Bridge to America

Cultural Competency
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communication and help them practice how 
to communicate differently will at least make it 
easier for them to accept directness of others 
around them.

•	 US-American	culture	is	an	egalitarian	culture.		
It strives toward equal rights for men and 
women and allows generations to deal with 
each other from the position of equality 
rather than strict hierarchy.  Every line in every 
marriage education manual is written from this 
position and thus, the Somali Bantu man “gets 
it” – here in America he now needs to ask his 
wife what she thinks.

Cultural competency is as mutual as a good 
marital relationship.  Helping refugees understand 
how this culture operates by introducing them 
to a golden standard of productive interpersonal 
communication and personal responsibility for 
success of one’s relationships has to be done from a 
position of a deep understanding of cultural values 

and traditions that govern our participants’’ views 
of family relationships, gender/generational roles, 
and the learning process itself.  It is essential for 
professionals providing marriage/family relationships 
education to refugees to understand what cultural 
differences they are facing with each particular 
group.  If our job is to build a solid bridge from one 
side to another, we sure have to have a good sense 
of the two sides we are bridging.

If you want to learn more about cultural aspects of 
providing marriage/family relationships education 
to refugees and about culturally appropriate 
teaching/training/facilitation please consider Cultural 
Consultancy programs offered through The HIAS 
Technical Assistance Program.

Tatyana Fertelmeyster,  
Director of Cultural Competency Programs
Jewish Child and Family Services, Chicago, IL
tatyanafertelmeyster@jcfs.org 

Be creative, practical and remember cultural implications

For anybody who is teaching marriage education to refugees I would suggest integrating cultural “tips” whenever 
possible.  I have found that newly arrived families are very eager to learn everything they could about the new 
culture they’re living in.  For example, while discussing the way that coming to America may affect their family, 
look at some of the specific cultural differences between American culture and their own culture.  Even subtle 
things such as the amount of eye contact used while talking, could be helpful information for newly arrived refu-
gees to be aware of. Being aware of these differences may also help mediate conflict in the future if, and when, 
their children grow up with different use of eye contact.  

Also, make your classes as practical as possible.  I had a Burmese class with a lot of parents of school-aged chil-
dren.  Their interest was markedly focused on helping their children succeed in school.  I applied a lot of mate-
rial as a result to interactions with teachers at school. For example, while teaching Hint vs. Hurt (Power of Two 
model), we talked about the best way to approach a teacher if you are upset about something that happened to 
your child in the classroom. This allowed the material to be very relevant, and therefore helpful in the everyday 
lives of refugees.

Ashley Ginter , Case Manager
Heartland Human Care Services’ International Refugee Center,
Sub-grantee of the Illinois Refugee Family Strengthening Project 

AGinter@heartlandalliance.org 

Cultural Competency

Trainer’s Corner
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Note from Connections: 
The Pittsburgh Refugee Healthy Families Program 
was profiled as a “promising practice” last fall by 
Bridging Refugee Youth and Children’s Services 
(BRYCS).  BRYCS is a national technical assistance 
project that broadens the scope of information 
and collaboration among service providers in 
order to strengthen services to refugee children 
and families. 

In the work that we are doing sensitivity and 
flexibility are the key.  We talk to participants ahead 
of time to see what days and times work for them.  
We don’t want to interfere with their work or life 
schedules.  We even look at bus schedules in order 
to decide when we could start a class.  When you 
allow individuals to have a hand in making decisions 
that affect them, you’re empowering them.  This 
empowerment encourages attendance, which is 
important since the workshops are voluntary. It 
helps that our Healthy Families programs are on-
site in the communities where refugees live.  With 

everything in one location, moms can take breaks to 
check on their children if needed – it is just another 
way of recognizing what’s going on in their lives 
during this huge transition.

What also helps us a lot is our collaboration with 
other organizations doing similar work.
Working with local partner organizations allows 
JF&CS to build a strong coalition and reach so many 
refugees in the Greater Pittsburgh area.  We also 
believe in calling for support when we need it. Our 
Healthy Families Program takes advantage of the 
ongoing training provided through HIAS Technical 
Assistance.  We host workshops on-site here at 
JF&CS for our staff and partner organizations.  It is a 
great opportunity to learn new techniques and kick 
around ideas.

Dawn Zuckerman, Coordinator of the
Healthy Families Program,
JF&CS of Pittsburg
dzuckerman@jfcspgh.org or 412-422-7200

“Connections” asked professionals 
involved in the Refugee Healthy 
Marriage Initiative all over the 
United States to share with us their 
experiences and findings in providing 
family relationships education to 
refugees. Here is some of what we 
learned from our colleagues. 

Jewish Family & Community Services, Pittsburg, PA:  
Meeting People Where They Are

Best Practices Gallery



Each training session with Burundi or Burmese 
groups I am working with includes a Role Play.  
Selecting proper activities such as Safety at Home 
or Adjustment to the New Country where we, for 
example, play “Say It” roles in culturally appropri-
ate way, helped participants to understand Power 
of Two material better and try to use it later. We 
also incorporated a Bingo Game into Role Play and 

spouses who could best communicate to each other 
while playing the game get a gift card as a reward 
at the end of the class. This is proved to be a good 
learning experience multiplied by fun. 
I recognize that participants in my groups came 
from community-oriented cultures and generally 
tend to utilize indirect, less-threatening approaches 
in communication.  Their ultimate goal is to maintain 

Each group from Burma is different and has its 
own refugee experience.  So, we found that even 
before starting the workshop it is important to 
know about specific challenges and needs of each 
particular group.  We identified places where many 
refugees from Burma gather for different activities.  
For example, we went to a Karen Baptist Church 
and attended a mass in order to become familiar 
with Burmese population practices.  

The next time we came to a mass, the religious 
leader of the church introduced us. We were given 
time to introduce the program and handed out 
the questionnaires. We wanted to know what main 
concerns Burmese families have since coming to 
America.  What topics they would like to discuss in 
family strengthening workshops?  

When we came back the third time and announced 
the workshop, every Burmese couple in the church 
signed up!  This approach was very successful not 
only for recruiting people into the Workshop, 
but also for adaptation and better use of training 
material. Using the answers to the questionnaire 
we found out the areas of concern, and were able 
to recognize which exercises to use and which 
ones to adapt more to the participating group.  The 

community feels that their voices are heard.  We 
as trainers feel that it is very valuable to provide 
workshops that are relevant to the group we are 
working with. 

Not many Karen refugees have had anyone 
encourage them to think of themselves as someone 
with valued opinion, or someone who can criticize 
things... As a result, it is very hard for Karen 
participants to understand, for example, the concept 
of an evaluation. Often people ask me what they 
should write in evaluation. It is very rude in Karen 
culture to grade someone with low grade. This 
would mean that teacher wasn’t good enough...  
We use creativity to help clients to overcome 
this struggle. Instead of surveys we come up with 
realistic scenarios relating to the curricula.  We 
arranged scenarios into themes discussing how 
they would react and handle each situation.  Then, 
participants presented their ideas.  This way, we 
can tell whether they are using the knowledge and 
communication skills taught in the workshop and if 
they are enjoying doing so.  

Eh Gay Paris, 
Trainer from Karen State, Burma who is working 
with Burmese and Karen refugees for JFS

Jewish Family Services, San-Diego, CA:  
Empowering Community through Listening 

Refugee Family Services, Atlanta, GA:  
Teaching Culture through Marriage Education

Best Practices Gallery
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We have incorporated into “Money Personalities” 
Workshops is a “Three-month goal” exercise.  
When an eight-hour workshop is almost completed 
and people experienced talking about budgeting as a 
couple, discussed challenges and successes in terms 
of communication, I hand out to each participant an 
envelope. Then, I ask all refugee participants in the 
workshop to set their Three-month goal.  

I encourage each individual to take into 
consideration everything they have learnt 
throughout the workshop and set a reasonable 
three-month goal for themselves.  It could be 
anything from “I want to save $100” to “I want to 
be more involved in the family finances business 
and stop being an avoider”, or “I will discuss each 
purchase over $10 with my wife before making a 
decision”.  Each participant then writes their names 
and addresses on the envelope and seals it before 
giving it back to me.  I keep all the envelopes exactly 
three months and then send it to the refugee family 
home address. 

I believe, this exercise is helpful for many reasons: 
first, by the time participants receive their letters, 
they will either reached their thee-month goal and 
receiving a letter would be a true reward for them  
or they have forgotten about the goal and hopefully 
are reminded about keeping their promise. Second, 
as a part of the Family Strengthening Program 
we have a great opportunity to send out another 
evaluation form to our former participants and see 
whether the workshops have had a lasting  effect on 
their family, marriage and/or other relationships.   
It is a fantastic opportunity to obtain feedback  
from previous graduates on the effects of our 
program. Lastly, it demonstrates to the participants 
that they are valued. With sending them letters 
we are conveying the message that we have not 
forgotten about them and would like to know how 
they are doing. 

Ahmad Agil , 
Former Iraqi refugee who now conducts workshops 
with refugees from Iraq for JFS

Jewish Family Services, San-Diego, CA:  
Providing On-going Support 

family relationship after coming to America.  Yet, 
while they hold on to their cultural values, in our 
classes they learn new things like direct expression 
of ones’ feelings and thoughts, and open commu-
nication.   It helps newly arrived refugees to adapt 
more easily to the new culture.
I like what one Burundi couple said about relation-
ship workshop in their one-on-one evaluation:  “The 
surrounding culture would lead us to believe that a 
marriage of unity, love, and understanding is rooted 
in support of each other.  If somehow, someway, we 
all could be more involved in our relationship we 
could get excellent results of the good marriage”.  

They also said that they have learned and gained 
so much during the workshops that they are able 
to become a stronger family and would use their 
chance to rebuild a life in the new country.  Learn-
ing very practical steps will help them to get from 
where they are, to where they want to be.

Mersada Mujkanovic, Marriage Educator with 
Refugee Family Services
Sub-grantee of Healthy Families Program led by 
Jewish Family & Career Services,
mersadam@refugeefamilyservices.org
www.refugeefamilyservices.org

Best Practices Gallery
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For the Vietnamese, it’s Christmas, Thanksgiving 

and the 4th of July rolled into one. It’s Tet, the 

Vietnamese New Year, and VCDI knows how to 

celebrate it. On January 17th, VCDI opened its 

doors to 125 guests from the San Francisco Bay 

Area, including newly arrived refugees anxious to 

spend their most important holiday in a comfortable 

setting. “It’s our biggest event of the year, and 

every year it gets bigger!” said Trung Nguyen, 

VCDI’s founder, noting that the occasion provided 

the opportunity to introduce those new to the 

center to the Healthy Marriage program. Chau Vo, 

VCDI’s Healthy Marriage Program Director signed 

up 30 new refugees for her February workshops 

but found the cultural holiday more than just an 

effective recruitment tool. 

 “Tet is a time for family reunions, seeing friends 

and letting go of the previous year’s troubles. And 

just like Americans, Vietnamese make New Year’s 

resolutions: stop smoking, help my spouse more, 

be a better listener, etc.”  Chau Vo found Tet to be 

the perfect backdrop for lessons imparted in her 

Healthy Marriage workshops. “The conversations 

in those workshops were very centered on what 

participants could do to put their resolutions into 

practice. Anyone can make a resolution to be a 

better spouse, but if you don’t have the tools for 

better communication or how to handle conflicts 

that come up in your marriage, then it doesn’t 

matter. Now they have the tools to succeed.”  

Judging from early feedback from spouses, this year 

the resolutions have a chance of sticking. 

In 2005 Wang 
Seng Her and 
his wife Phoua 
Xiong moved 
to the U.S. from 
a Thai refugee 

camp. Here is what Wang said about his experience 
attending the Power of Two marriage education 
course: “Adjusting to this new culture is still very 
difficult, but we are working on it. Since the class, 
stress between family members has decreased 

about 40% and we are much more sensitive to 
each other’s feelings and opinions. The tools we’ve 
learned, especially learning to speak up instead of 
hinting when you have a problem, and learning to 
listen have been very helpful. This is a new way of 
communicating for our culture since we usually 
don’t like to discuss negative topics. But in this 
country, people are more open about discussing 
their feelings — both good and bad — and that 
helps relieve rather than build up tension.  It’s 
worked for us and we’re grateful.

Making a Difference in Lives of Refugees

Sacramento Lao Family Community, Inc.:  
Up Close with Hmong Refugees

Vietnamese Community Development, Inc.:  
Celebrating the Year of the Ox with Oakland’s Vietnamese

Notes From The Field
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The stories are familiar now.  People losing homes, 
jobs, savings. On top of these hardships, one thing 
Refugee Healthy Marriage Program Director Dany 
Chea Sok Man doesn’t want Cambodians to lose 
is their relationships. “Cambodians have one of the 
lowest average household incomes in Long Beach, 
and fear of losing what little they have can be 
especially frightening,” Man remarks. “These material 
losses can negatively affect emotional state, fast. 
My job is to make sure couples are able to keep 
their conversations on low heat throughout their 
relationships so that when times of crisis come, 
their emotions won’t boil over. My word of advice 
to Cambodian couples at this time is: stay calm, 
listen to each other and understand the situation 

before attacking one another” .
One solution CAA has developed to help clients 
in the most comprehensive way possible is to 
use their programs to support each other.  Man 
takes advantage of CAA’s other programs to help 
those hardest hit. If she can guide clients to other 
services that can help with their physical needs, 
she can support the emotional ones. “Agency-wide 
events, which we started last year, have been very 
successful,” Man remarks. “We had a great turn-out 
for our fall event and it also allowed me to find 
many recruits for the Refugee Healthy Marriage 
program. Now more than ever the extensive 
services of our organizations are important, and 
we’re happy to meet the demand!” 

Since launching their Healthy Marriage program 
in 2003, Slavic Assistance Center has built lasting 
partnerships with local agencies that have an aligned 
mission to build strong families. Their collaboration 
with the Christian clergy and the crisis intervention 
provider WEAVE has allowed them increased access 
to the Slavic refugee population of over 150,000. 
But no partnership is more valuable to new and 
expecting refugee mothers than that with Birth 
& Beyond, a family resource center that provides 
support to parents through classes, family activities 
and home visitations. As part of the Birth & Beyond 
program, SAC has been able to extend their lessons 
to a vulnerable population – young adults facing the 
dual stress of acculturation and having a child in a 
new country. The need is obvious: class attendance 
is rarely under 30. 

A driving force behind the workshops’ popularity 
is Ivan Leshchuk, a facilitator uniquely qualified 
for the job. A reverend pastor and former 
consultant for the Slavic Mental Health Project, 
Ivan has years of experience counseling community 

members on marriage and divorce, depression, and 
intergenerational issues and is greatly respected in 
the Slavic community. 

But it’s Leshchuk’s personal journey that makes him 
most accessible to workshop attendees. Refugees 
from the Ukraine in 2002, Leshchuk and his wife had 
the last of their three children in the U.S. He shares 
the lessons he learned as a father in discussions on 
How to Help your Marriage Survive a New Baby. 
“I help couples realize that the distance they feel 
is temporary and share what my wife once said 
to me: ‘I love you with all my heart, but I’m a little 
distracted right now. Don’t worry – I’ll be back.’ 
Open communication has been the key to our 
happy marriage. I literally practice what I preach!”

Submitted by 
Samantha Miller, Healthy Marriage Program 
Coordinator 
Lao Family Community Development, Inc.,  
Oakland, CA  
smiller@laofamilynet.org

Cambodian Association of America:  
A Holistic Approach to Hard Times

Slavic Assistance Center:  
Babies and Bumps in the Road

Notes From The Field



Working with Russian-speaking elderly refugees 
was a very rewarding and thought provoking 
experience for me.   Imagine, you are teaching a 
class on “Money Personalities” and realize that 
everyone in your class is a Hoarder.   People 
don’t see themselves as Spenders or Celebrators. 
Some Hoarders also tell you that they tend to be 
Avoiders of some sort and others believe that all 
terrible things happen because of money, so they 
might affiliate themselves with Saints though not a 
hundred percent.   

Talking to my workshop participants I found out 
that even 64 years after World War II people 
still have difficult time to enjoy money.  They still 
remember difficult time during the war and right 
after it when some money or other valuables could 
save life.  As we talked more, it was becoming more 
evident that no matter how long ago the War was 
over it affected people’s lives dramatically; many of 
them still mourn their parents, siblings, friends and 
relatives who did not survive. 

When elderly refugees start bringing up issues or 
stories related to anti-Semitism or Holocaust during 
our “Active Personalities” workshops I came to 
realize that they were trying to close old wounds.   
Many Russian-speaking Jewish elderly from the 
Former Soviet Union as well as their families still 
have difficult time when it comes to understanding 
the history of Holocaust and resilience of Jewish 
people.   I thought we need to help them develop  
a sense of fulfillment in life by discussing the  
positive aspects of their experiences.   Success 
can be defined as having done one’s best or having 
survived challenges.

Together with JCFS Holocaust Community Services 
we put together two programs commemorating 

victims of Babiy Yar.  The Babiy Yar tragedy 
happened on outskirts of Kiev in September of 1941 
when in two days 33771 Jewish people were killed.   
It was the first mass murder of Jewish people in 
Ukraine.  Later    there were many-many more, 
yet not many people in the United States including 
some grandchildren of survivors who were born 
in America know the tragedy of Babiy Yar.  The 
program for survivors and their families in Chicago 
brought together more than 300 people.  All 
participants of the Family Strengthening Workshops 
were invited and many of them came with their 
children and grandchildren.   They shared their 
personal stories of losses and survival.   Then they 
listened to children born in America reciting poems 
about relatives they have never knew…  

The group of community volunteers – young 
professionals and HILLEL students volunteered 
to collect personal stories of Holocaust survivors 
and their family members.   Each and every family 
who would like to share their story would be 
interviewed and stories would be written.   We 
agreed that those testimonies would be kept not 
only in individual’s photo albums, but also with 
families’ permission given to the Russian media  
for publication.

For me it truly was one of the most memorable 
events I have participated in since I started to teach 
Marriage Education classes for refugees.   They 
taught me a lesson of resilience and hope that needs 
to be added to our Marriage Education books.

Maya Gumirov,  
Coordinator of Smart Money Refugee Family 
Strengthening Project, 
Jewish Child and Family Services, Chicago, IL 
mayagumirov@jcfs.org

How the Class that I Taught Taught Me a Lesson

Notes From The Field
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“Shared Meaning” Exercise Made Simple

The “Shared Meaning” exercise from Kelly 
Simpson’s curricula is a brilliant idea to 
communicate about each other needs.  However, 
with both the Iraqi and Karen groups we struggled 
with the fact that it was too complicated. 
Participants were often frustrated that it took 
so long for them to complete the exercise; the 
wording was complicated and the act of having to 
repeat everything was seen as lengthy.  As we did 
not want to change anything in the exercise itself, 
we came up with a great way  
of getting the message across of the importance  
of repetition.  One of our trainers suggested we  
play the “Telephone” game before the shared 
meaning exercise. 

Basically, after we discuss who decides the meaning 
of something that is said - the ‘speaker’ or the 
‘listener’ - we ask the group to split up into 
two teams.  We whisper a sentence to the first 
person in each team who then has to whisper the 
sentence to the next person who whispers it to 
the next person etc. until the sentence reaches 
the last person in line.  That person then shouts 
out what they heard.  None of the participants 
are allowed to repeat what they said even though 
the next person might not have understood a 
word they just heard.  Hence, the last person in 
line normally shouts out something completely 
different from the original sentence. 

In the next round, the rules change.  Each 
participant MUST repeat the sentence to the 
person that whispered the sentence to him or 

her before they 
can share the 
sentence with the 
next person in 
line.  The person 
that said it to 
them needs to 
confirm by saying: 
“Yes, that is what I said”, or: “No, that is not what 
I said”.  If the sentence is not correct, they have to 
whisper the original sentence again, more clearly, 
until the person hears it correctly.  Eventually, if 
done correctly, the last person in line should have 
the exact same sentence as all other people in  
the team.

This exercise is great as it shows the importance 
of listening vs. understanding; it proves a point that 
even though you heard someone say something, 
it does not mean you understood what he or she 
actually said.  This exercise get rid the confusion 
about why each statement in the Shared Meaning 
exercise needs to be repeated.  On top of that, 
participants get a good laugh and a good physical 
exercise before embarking on something more 
serious and close to heart.  

Mikaela Wallinder, 
Family Strengthening Program Coordinator
San-Diego Jewish Family Services
mikaelaw@jfssd.org

Trainer’s Corner
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Linh and Keo Thi came to Catholic Charities’ Refugee 
Healthy Families (RHF) Program in Atlanta at the 
age of 76 and 79. Refugees from Vietnam, the couple 
have been particularly receptive to the “talking tips” 
and communication styles taught by facilitator Lieu 
Nguyen.  They shared with their group facilitator that 
they are more in love now and are communicating 
better than they have been in 50 years!  

The story of this couple is unique.  Long time ago 
because of his ideological believes Linh became 
a prisoner in one of Vietnamese communist re-
education camps.  He was sentenced to twenty years.  
Keo Thi thought that Linh would never return. She 
never had any contact with him and  
with time passing by, she decided that her husband 
was dead.  Some years later Keo Thi began a 
relationship with another man and even gave a birth 
to two of his children.  One day, after more than  
20 years of being imprisoned Linh returned from the 
camp.  Keo Thi felt that it was her duty to return to 
her husband.  

The couple was given a refugee status and arrived 
to the U.S. in 1997 to be reunited with other family 
members.  They wished they would have those 
Healthy Families classes earlier, yet it is never too late 
to learn.  Both Linh and Keo Thi have learned how 
to communicate with each other again about their 

experiences being apart for 20 years. Dealing with 
their children, as well as feelings and anxieties  
of growing old in the United States.

Healthy Families program has helped Keo Thi to 
express her guilt and concerns over what happened 
while Linh was in prison, and Linh has learned how to 
directly and honestly tell Keo Thi that he understands 
and does not hold what happened against her.  This 
is truly a process that has taken 45 years to come 
to resolution.  Through the Healthy Families group 
sessions and through one-on-one follow up visits 
with the group facilitator Lieu Nguyen, this couple 
has learned to love each other again in a way they 
once thought was lost.  

The Healthy Families program has also allowed the 
couple to discuss the situation with two children that 
Keo Thi had with another partner while Linh was 
in prison.  Linh had always accepted them, but they 
were not allowed to come to the U.S. with Linh and 
Keo Thi because Linh was not their biological father.  
They recently filed a petition for these children to 
join them and were able to communicate truly how 
important it is to them that all of Keo Thi’s children 
be here, in the United States, and that all of them 
would be able to celebrate their family together.

Submitted by Healthy Families Program, 
Jewish Family & Career Services,  Atlanta, GA

“We are in love again…”

The Fourth International Conference on Domestic Abuse  
organized by Jewish Women International. Crystal City, VA on April 26-29, 2009 
Hundreds of representatives from communities around the world come will come together to discuss a variety of topics, including 
Family Violence: Understanding Complex Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder; Danger Assessment: Identifying Risk of Homicide and 
Near-homicide; The Hague Convention: Implications for Child Custody with Families Fleeing Abusers; and The Impact of Violence on 
Children.

Participants will learn from and collaborate with leaders in the field, share their successes and challenges, and create powerful and 
long-lasting partnerships that further mission to eradicate domestic abuse from our homes and our communities. 

To learn more go to http://www.jwi.org

Upcoming Events:

Success Stories
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I’d like to share a story about a couple that 
participated in one of my Healthy Marriage 
workshops. The wife had a job and her husband 
did not. The wife usually came home and yelled at 
her husband for not taking care of the house. Being 
upset with him she also yelled at her daughter more 
often. The wife did not realize that her husband was 
stressed because of his green card situation and not 
having a job.  She also did not think that their child 
was affected by the whole situation at home and, 
therefore, could not study well. 

During the workshop as the mother learned better 
communication skills, she realized:  yelling at her 
daughter was not productive.  She understood 
also that she never bothered to find out why her 
husband was so stressed out and could not even 
keep up with house chores.  

The husband and wife both learned that they had 
to talk to each other and should not keep feelings 
bottled up inside. This class helped them openly 
communicate with each other and gave them 
resources on how to communicate with children 
who were always in the middle of family battles. 
During the workshop we discussed that constant 
yelling creates a bad and abusive environment for 
the kids. So, at the end of the workshop the wife 

confessed 
that she was 
sorry that 
unintentionally 
she had made 
her loved ones 
suffer for what 
she thought was 
just letting off 
her steam. 

When we met with the family a week later, the 
daughter felt less stressed.  She said that peace 
at home allowed her to concentrate on her 
schoolwork and get a lot more done. The husband 
noticed marked improvement in communication 
with his wife.  He stated that they could discuss 
their daily problems with each other without 
yelling and screaming. The whole family felt grateful 
for the workshop that helped them learn how to 
communicate better.

Kim Nguyen, Group Leader
Center for Pan Asian Community Services,  
Atlanta, GA

What Happens If Feelings Are Bottled Up?

“Empowering Families: Tools for Healthy Marriage, Responsible Fatherhood and Family Finances” is a theme for  
Northeast Family Strengthening Conference that will take place in Providence, RI on May 27– 28, 2009. 

This conference equips human service providers, state agency staff, and community and faith based leaders with information and tools 
to incorporate healthy marriage, responsible fatherhood and financial education in efforts to strengthen families and communities. 
Managing relationships, money and parenting responsibilities are significant challenges for families. The need for new ideas and 
effective strategies to empower families is critically important, especially in this era of belt-tightening and budget cuts. 

Go to http://www.empoweringfamilies2009.com for current information or register for the conference. 

Success Stories
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For those 
of you who 
are currently 
contemplating 
getting married, 
my heart goes 
out to you at 
this difficult 
time in your life. 

Suddenly everybody you know, you think you know, 
or, even worse, “those who think that they know you” 
become your trusted “advisors” who seem to be 
genuinely concerned about your choice of Mrs. or 
Mr. Right.

Arabs in general love to offer advice. Of course, 
things are different when you ask for it, but usually 
most of the advice that we receive is unwelcomed, 
unexpected, and unwanted.  Advice varies in depth 
from superficial gossip to deep psychological insight. 
To simplify things, I like to categorize superficial 
advice into three categories: physical, familial and 
financial. Before I give you a few examples, I must 
warn those madly in love marriage-seekers that 
some of these statements might be emotionally 
disturbing, especially if they were meant to describe 
their beloved. Here we come: “She is too short to 
bear your children, my son.” (physical), or “What 
are you thinking honey, he is a poor government 
worker!” (financial), or “Did you know that his 
family actually has a history of infertility?” (familial). 
The list just goes on.

For those advisees who think that getting such advice 
does not bother them emotionally while they are 
going through the pre-marriage stage, I have only 
one thing to say, “Denial is a big river in Egypt.” The 
truth is that no matter how much you know who 
you are and believe that you know who you are 
looking for, such advice will get under your skin. So, 
as much as I hate to give advice, here is one: “Never 

listen to superficial advice.”
To be objective, not all these advisors are immature, 
self-centered, shallow, and silly.  You actually might be 
one of those advisees who are lucky enough to have 
wise advisors. They tend to be older in age, and have 
a lot of life experience. They would probably suggest 
that you should look for someone who shares your 
beliefs about faith and other values. “The happiest 
couples are those who have similar values about 
life, politics, family traditions, and religion,” they 
would say. On the other hand, advisors who are 
younger in age and believe in Freudian wisdom might 
think differently. For them, being in a committed 
relationship is just like living with a roommate, a 
relationship which entails regular interaction and 
requires extensive coordination in dealing with 
tasks, habits, hobbies and problems of daily living. 
Therefore, they would argue that you have to 
choose someone whose personality is very similar 
to yours. If you are an easy-going, open-minded, fun-
loving movie addict, then probably you should be 
looking for someone like that.

Personally, I do not know which is more 
important in the “Value vs. Personality” debate, 
so I cannot give you any advice here. Besides, I’m 
not one for the advisor role anyway. The truth is 
probably somewhere in the middle. But let me 
tell you something that I know very well. When 
I got married, I had my own share of all kinds of 
relationship advice. To be honest, I did not care 
much for most of it. The only advice that I liked 
came from a couple who had been married for 
53 years. Their advice was: “Getting married is not 
about choosing the right person; it is about being 
the right one”.”

Issam Smeir
Family Services Coordinator 
World Relief, DuPage Counseling Services
ismeir@wr.org

Advisors,  Advisees and the Arabic Marriage 
 

Marriage and Culture
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I once had a colleague who returned to work after 
a couple months of treatment for throat cancer.  
Another co-worker walked up to him in the hall, 
and shouted, “IT’S SO GOOD TO SEE YOU!”

I felt like shouting at her, “Our colleague had 
treatment for throat cancer.  He did not lose  
his hearing.”  

I am reminded of that experience sometimes when  
I ask workshop facilitators to demonstrate how 
they might present an activity to pre-literate 
populations.  Often, their training becomes overly 
animated, loud, and slow.  Sometimes, they will speak 
in very simple words, and will even leave out words 
when they speak.

The following need to be taken into consideration 
when working with pre-literate groups:

1. If people are pre-literate, it does not mean they 
have difficulty hearing, or that they need to be 
spoken to like a child.  A facilitator, regardless 
of audience, should speak in a crisp, easy-to-
hear voice.

2. It is often because a person cannot read 
or write fluently in a language that s/he is 
often able to retain large pieces of spoken 
information in her/his memory.  Facilitators 
may attempt to break information into smaller 
pieces for pre-literate groups.  Ironically, this 
would be even more useful for literate groups, 
where people are sometimes comfortable not 
listening to a facilitator, because they think they 
will just read it on their own time. 

3. In a similar 
way, 
facilitators 
often make 
things 
“easier” for 
pre-literate 
populations, 
when 
they might consider doing this for all types 
of learners.   For example, if an exercise for a 
literate population involves writing down eight 
goals in seven to ten minutes, a facilitator might 
ask pre-literate groups to think and discuss 
just one or two goals.  In actuality, is a literate 
group really going to come up with eight goals 
in seven to ten minutes?  It might it be more 
effective to have all types of participants really 
work to come up with two well-articulated 
goals so the exercise would be accurately 
followed, and a learning moment would take 
place.  It is often a question about quality 
versus quantity and learning versus “going 
through the motions.”

To summarize it all: when a facilitator is mindful of 
varying degrees of participant literacy, s/he often 
becomes more mindful of facilitation, in general.  
Participants are then able to have a deeper, richer, 
and more meaningful experience in the workshop.

Brant Dykehouse,  
Coordinator of the Illinois Refugee Family 
Strengthening Project,
Jewish Child and Family Services, Chicago, IL
brantdykehouse@jcfs.org 

Reflections on Working with  
Pre-Literate Populations
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