
Addressing Barriers to Education  
Women who have experienced violence, including those who are homeless, new to Canada, 
or members of Aboriginal groups, face significant barriers when pursuing education as adults. 
While many women living on the margins of our communities actively seek literacy programs 
and secondary school education, many do not finish their studies due to lack of transportation, 
childcare, or support from family members. Those who experience violence at home drop out of 
educational programs at two to three times the rate of other adult students.

The Bridges Program at The University of Western Ontario recognizes the unique barriers 
related to violence, including gaps in education, lower levels of self-confidence for learning, and 
the effects of injuries that women living on the margins experience as they pursue education 
as adults. The program aims to offer a supportive environment that empowers women to learn 
essential life skills and the secondary school credits necessary to graduate in Ontario. The overall 
goal is to enable these women to access stable employment and achieve financial independence from government sources and in many 
cases, their abusive partners. 

Program Details
Launched in September 2006, the Bridges Program was designed by psychologist Susan Rodger, an Assistant Professor in the Faculty 
of Education at Western. Using a feminist and social justice model, and working with the strengths of each participant, Bridges 
facilitates growth and experiences of success for women who have experienced violence at the hands of their intimate partners and 
who would like to work toward literacy and the completion of their secondary school education. 

Bridges was designed with the emotional, psychological and physical needs of abused women in mind, by providing:

�� Supportive individual and group counselling,  and programs that allow participants to progress at their own pace
�� Kitchen kits that help participants learn how to read recipes and prepare nutritious food
�� Women-only classrooms
�� Transportation

  
Above all, the program is committed to each woman’s right to safety and to engage in mutually supportive and empowering 
relationships, as programs are tailored to individual learning and life needs and all are encouraged to be active participants 
in a dynamic, caring, and connected community. 

Recognition
The Bridges Program is the only known project in Canada that directly researches and 
serves the education and support needs of women who do not have a secondary 
school diploma and who have experienced violence. In appreciation of our progress 
in this educational segment, the program was recognized by the Canadian Council 
on Learning (CCL) in 2007, receiving the “Sharing the Flame” award for innovative 
practice in the Adult Education category.
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Moving Forward  
The Bridges Program was initially developed as a three-year project with funding from the Federal 
Government. However, due to the program’s success on a local scale and recognition on a national scale, 
we intend to continue the project. With the original grant complete at the end of the 2008-09 academic 
year, additional funds are required to move this unique project forward. Western is committed to raising 
$225,000 for this initiative, which will cover the costs of staff, operating expenses and direct program costs 
for five years. 

Anticipated Outcomes   
With operating support in place as well as a core team of staff, the Bridges Program will continue to facilitate 
the growth and success of disadvantaged women through dynamic, supportive and caring educational 
programs. We anticipate the following outcomes for women who participate: 

�� Life-skills development
�� Successful completion of secondary school education
�� Ability to find stable and adequate employment
�� Financial independence

We also anticipate the following outcomes for Western faculty involved in the project:

�� Research initiated using a feminist, strengths-based and social justice model
�� Results presented at regional, national and international conferences
�� Resources and support for communities who wish to implement similar programs

Making a Difference   
A gift to support the Bridges Program will help many women move away from patterns of abuse and toward 
leading rich and fulfilling lives. 

To learn more about this program, and how Western is inspiring community engagement and 
a global outlook, please contact: 

Catherine Dorais-Plesko  
Development Officer, Corporations and Foundations  
Department of Alumni Relations & Development
The University of Western Ontario
London, Ontario, Canada
Tel: 519-661-2111, ext. 85199  Fax: 519-661-3884
Email: cdoraisp@uwo.ca                                                                                            www.westernmakesadifference.ca

Helping  Communities 
in Need

The Faculty of Education at 

Western has internationally-

recognized expertise in 

teaching, education, and 

counselling.  

Western’s Strategic Plan 

engages the university to 

work with local and regional 

organizations to promote 

economic, social and 

cultural development. 

Western offers several clinics 

that provide services free of 

charge or at reduced fees 

to diverse communities in 

the London area, including 

the UWO Dental Clinic and 

Community Legal Services. 


