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Zola Jeffers looked around the room of young females in her gang prevention program and realized she was in the middle of a feud.

It was early on in the nine-month session. The 17 girls had divided themselves into two groups — those from Jane and Finch on one side, the set from Rexdale on the other. And at this point, the vibe was downright nasty. 

Aside from the differences over neighbourhood, issues like the style or colour of hair, clothes, weight, or sly remarks back and forth about sexual activity, had all combined to create a poisonous us-versus-them dynamic.

Jeffers, 27, is one of six case workers with PIT (Prevention Intervention Toronto) a 3 ½-year, $5 million federally funded project run by an organization contracted by the city of Toronto. Jeffers and Wendell Adjetey, 25, also a case manager, work out of the program’s Jane and Finch site. There are two other PIT locations — one in Rexdale, another in Weston-Mount Dennis in the city’s west end.

The goal of the program is to steer 300 at-risk young people in challenged neighbourhoods away from the gang lifestyle.

The young boys that Adjetey guides are either in gangs or on the verge of joining one. Jeffers’ girls aren’t gang members themselves, but their boyfriends, brothers or fathers of their children are. Many young women are drawn in by the danger and fast-money lifestyle these men lead.

Participants in the program meet from 4 p.m. to 6:30 p.m. three nights a week to learn socialization and leadership skills through anger management training, field trips, and workshops on topics like dating violence, bullying, and body image.

Jeffers specializes in working with young women — about a third of PIT clients — and quickly saw how deep the antipathy between females can run.

“The experience was rough at times because it’s hard to have an all-female space for females who hate females,” she said. “When I say hate that’s a really strong word, but there’s dislike and bullying over things like not liking the way a girl’s hair looks, petty things.”

So it was a challenge to foster an environment based on female empowerment, says Jeffers, describing her group of women aged 17 to 22.

Like the tension bubbling in Jeffers’ sessions, the anti-social behaviour the young women exhibited had gotten them into trouble in the past for violence — assaults, fights at school, and swarmings. 

One technique Jeffers used was bringing in some of her close friends so the young women in her class could see what a healthy relationship with a female is like.

“It was just showing them camaraderie between people, and instilling that bullying doesn’t pay the bills, and that a girl’s hair colour doesn’t matter in the grand scheme of things,” explains Jeffers, who at age 15 was running a program for young females in Regent Park.

Fifteen out of 17 girls in Jeffers’ class recently completed the program, most of them returning to or still in school, or landing jobs. 

And what about the Rexdale versus Jane-and-Finch divide in Jeffers’ class? 

“I wouldn’t say it disappeared, but definitely diminished significantly, where I was proud that they understood that you don’t have to like everyone, but everyone deserves to be treated with respect…” she explains.

“By the end of the cohort they were extremely cordial to each other,” she adds.

As for the lure of the gang lifestyle, Jeffers knows it will be a major challenge for her young protégés to stay on the straight and narrow after graduation. Some may have children fathered by gangsters or other ties to that lifestyle.

