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Four-year-old Wilson Yan is
the son of Chinese-speak-
ing immigrants, but he

already has a sense of how the
English language is put together
and what schoolwork is.

Every week since January, he
has been sharpening his wits
with activity sheets, answering
such questions as, “Which boy
is tall?” “Draw a small apple,”
and “Here are two dogs. Show
me the dog that is under the
ladder.” 

The learning materials come
into the Yan family’s east Van-
couver bungalow with Rebec-
ca Tan, a home visitor from
Britannia community services
centre’s Home Instruction for
Parents of Preschool Young-
sters (HIPPY) program.

She helps Wilson’s mom, 36-
year-old Carrie Yan — former-
ly a garment worker in Guang-
dong, China — to support her
son’s learning. 

HIPPY, a beneficiary of funds
from CanWest Global’s Raise-
a-Reader campaign, began
more than 30 years ago in
Israel. A program for three-,
four- and five-year-olds, it’s
offered in several Canadian
cities, including Montreal and
Toronto. Britannia’s program is
one of two in Vancouver and, in
place for seven years, the old-
est of them all. 

HIPPY helps parents pre-
pare their children for school.
It’s especially valuable to
immigrant families, giving chil-
dren like Wilson Yan a tremen-
dous head start.

Carrie, who also has two
school-age children with her
husband, a machine operator
originally from Hong Kong,
finds that the activity sheets
strengthen her own English.
When she tells Wilson, “I’m

going to mark these pictures
with the same colour because
they are the same,” she gets a
deeper understanding of Eng-
lish-language patterns.

Tan, previously a client of the
program, works with 15 Chi-
nese families in east Vancouver
and is passionate about the job.
She says: “Most of my parents
never drop [out]. They stay in
the program for two years,
even three years. They love it.”

■
Southeast of the Yans live

Rita and Carlos Arciniega, with
their children, Carla and Julio.
Their home is Spanish-speak-
ing, and so is their HIPPY
home visitor,  Miriam Chandia,
formerly of Mexico City.

Chandia has known the
Arciniegas for three years. Six-
year-old Carla took part in the
program when she was three. 

Now she’s in Grade 2 and,
according to her mother, doing
wonderfully well because of
the enrichment she received at
an early age. “Her personality
is shy, but she’s very confident
at school. I think HIPPY helps
produce confident kids,” says
Rita Arciniega, a 39-year-old
stay-home mother.

Having come here from Gua-

najuato, Mexico, eight years
ago, she is now preparing
three-year-old Julio for school,
using the HIPPY learning
materials.

She translates them into
Spanish because, she says, “I
really believe we have to keep
the  her i tage  lang uage  a t
home.” Her husband, who
comes from Venezuela, agrees. 

She has found that “Carla
learns at a different pace than
Ju l i o .  T h i s  p ro g ra m  h a s
allowed me to know that kind
of thing. The materials, the
facilitator — it’s very profes-
sional.”

Chandia says the best thing
about the program is “the con-
tact, the relationship” it nur-
tures between parent and
child.

In east Vancouver, a third
home visitor works with Viet-
namese families, while a fourth
— who comes from Africa —
has an international caseload.

Britannia HIPPY, which once
served 120 families, now serves
only 60. “We’re working on
getting sustainable funding,”
says  coordinator  Bonnie
Soroke.

Delivering its  services,
which are free to the families,
costs about $1,200 per family.
The money comes from sever-
al sources, including B.C. Tech-
nology Social Venture Partners
and Raise-a-Reader grants.

Donations made Thursday,
which is Raise-a-Reader Day,
will help programs like this to
stay alive. 
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Carrie Yan (left) goes over schoolwork with home instructor Rebecca Tan while four-year-old Wilson Yan works on an exercise.

Preschool
program helps

parents, too

Outreach benefits immigrant families

This story can be heard online 
after 10:30 a.m. today at 

www.vancouversun.com/readaloud.

‘There should
be some avenue
for neighbours’

decision in July to fire the five-
member board of variance over
concerns that it ran up extraordi-
nary legal bills in the past couple
of years and exceeded its juris-
diction in a number of cases. A
new board was appointed later
that month.

“Between the f iring of the
board of variance last summer
and this decision, there’s been a
huge decrease of democracy in
the city,” Deal said.

She said she will bring up the
issue at the next city council
meeting on Tuesday.

NPA councillors said they, too,
are surprised by Goepel’s ruling
and will discuss with the city’s
legal department how residents’
complaints can be addressed.

NPA Coun. Peter Ladner said
that could mean a court appeal or
a change to the Charter.

“I wouldn’t rule out anything at
this time,” he said. “There should
be some avenue for neighbours
suffering hardship to have their
voices heard.”

Fellow NPA Coun. Suzanne
Anton said the party’s caucus has
not had a chance to discuss the
court ruling.

But she said neighbours should
not have the right to stop what
property owners are legally enti-
tled to do on their own land.

“When you have a right to
build a house, you have a right to
build a house,” she said, adding
the former board of variance had
“pushed the limit” in favour of
neighbours in some decisions.

Aside from the board of vari-
ance, residents do have other
means to air complaints, Anton
said. She noted that, in special
cases where proposed develop-
ment could affect neighbours, the
city offers open houses, distrib-
utes brochures and invites the
public to provide input.
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