
The Write Around Mississauga program will                       

increase the TWC’s organizational capacity while 

providing the resources, training and supervision to         

develop and maintain the fi delity of the program. 

It is rewarding to be a part of the TWC expansion 

plans. Our vision of establishing relationships with oth-

er community organizations and institutions outside of 

Toronto to support long-term engagement in life skills 

development through writing is becoming a reality. 

– Susan Ksiezopolski
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S
ince my fi rst meeting with Jesse Cohoon in 2015, it 

has been a dream of mine to see the important work 

that the TWC does so successfully in Toronto expand 

to my own community, Mississauga. Spreading the posi-

tive impact that is created through encouraging voice in 

vulnerable communities is needed everywhere.

I have facilitated TWC workshops at Baycrest, Renascent, 

Toronto Parkdale Library and two recent series of pilot 

workshops at Canadian Mental Health Association (Peel)-

Recovery West and, Mississauga Central Library – Open 

Window Hub. I have experienced fi rst-hand the enrich-

ment that comes from writing with others in an atmo-

sphere of dignity and acceptance. It is always so rewarding 

to see how, week after week, participant writers discover 

the value of their own and others’ stories and the transfor-

mational power of being heard. 

The TWC program has helped many people become more 

resilient, less socially isolated, fi nd improved health and 

mental health outcomes, and become more literate, in-

crease their fi nancial self-effi ciency, and secure gainful 

employment: becoming leaders in their community. This 

is why expanding the TWC programs and taking this valu-

able program to communities outside the current reach is 

critically important. 

With the fi nancial support of the Hazel McCallion Fund for 

Arts, Culture and Heritage at the Community Foundation 

of Mississauga, a registered charitable public foundation 

serving the people of Mississauga, the TWC is developing 

links to organizations that share our vision of inspiring 

voice. Write Around Mississauga will recruit and train 

8-10 new facilitators in the proprietorial TWC method to 

provide equitable access to a resource that refl ects the cul-

tures and creativity hidden in the diverse communities of 

Mississauga. These facilitators will be equipped and sup-

ported to deliver life-changing expressive writing work-

shops in community-based organizations over a 10-week 

period starting this fall. 

“Write Around Mississauga”
The TWC is expanding! 

 Encouraging Voice, Empowering the Unheard

Training in
Progress

The Toronto Writers Collective 
is a community arts-based charity that 

uses creative writing to inspire and 
empower the traditionally unheard. 
We host creative writing workshops 
across Toronto, and, increasingly, 

across the GTA. 
At the TWC, we believe anyone 

who writes is a writer, and that all 
stories and voices have value. 

Susan, Bronwyn and Siobhan with Giuseppe!
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Memoir Writing Workshop 
with Shabnam Curtis

T
he Toronto Writers Collective hosted a memoir writing work-

shop on 19th June 2019, led by Shabnam Curtis.  She was here 

to promote her memoir, My Persian Paradox: Memories of an 

Iranian Girl, published earlier this year by Ingram Publications to 

well-deserved acclaim. Her recounting of growing up in Iran dur-

ing the Islamic Revolutions and subsequent upheavals in her family 

life illustrate the challenges many in the world face to attain basic 

freedoms.

A charming speaker in her own right, Shabnam navigated through 

the specifi c nature and demands of memoir- writing. In an informal 

presentation which encouraged participation by the 15 writer/ 

facilitators. She elaborated on the different types of memoirs, refer-

ring to the recent book by Canadian singer, Jann Arden, as well as 

the classic memoir by Maya Angelou. She then touched upon the 

actual refl ection, introspection and content demanded by this form 

of writing.

All of us have a story to tell, and for me 

personally, Shabnam’s tips regarding 

memoir-writing were very helpful. She 

elaborated on theme and structure and 

the literary tools available to writers. 

This set off a lively discussion with some of us asking about the element of fi ction in 

memoir-writing as well as the travails of fl ashbacks, backstories and dialogue writing when 

recounting real events and characters.

Acknowledging the sensitivity of revealing personal details in her own memoir, Shabnam 

also spoke about liability issues and stressed the importance of having a disclaimer in the 

beginning of the memoir and/or having a lawyer to prevent the possibilities of any lawsuits. 

Whoever said writers’ lives were not exciting?

I loved Shabnam’s characterization of the writer’s favourite phrases/chunks of writing as 

‘my little darlings’, and the importance of editing these out along with other superfl uous 

bits. We all nodded in agreement when she spoke about building a writing network and 

writing every day. Her thoughtful remarks about dealing with trauma when writing painful 

memories were carefully noted, as were her concluding remarks that the memoir is not a 

revenge tool and that the rewriting process is a painful reality that all writers need to accept!

Many of us bought autographed copies of Shabnam’s memoir and loved the fact that 

Shabnam fell in love with Toronto on her fi rst trip here! We wish her success in her second 

follow-up memoir, and I know many of us will be taking her up on her very kind offer to get 

in touch with her via email. Shabnam will be at the Word On The Street Festival in Septem-

ber 2019 and can be contacted at www.shabnamcurtis.com.

Thank you, Shabnam Curtis and the TWC for a memorable workshop.

– Rana Khan

Photos by Jesse Cohoon

w
This Issue

Write Around 

Mississauga 

Cover

Memoir Writing 

Page 2

MYTORONTO 

Page 3

Cynthia Langill 

Page 3

Sam Burton 

Page  5

Ryerson Study 

Page 4

Write On! 

Pages 4 & 5

Community Events

Spoken Word 

Page 6 

Mindful MC’s 

Page 6 

Sudbury 

Page 6

WOTS 

Page 7

Featured Writer

Maria Nassiri  

Page 7

2



T
he Toronto Writers Collective and Ve’ahavta have developed a new contest for the TWC’s Prompt of 

the Month. Using the winning photos from Ve’ahavta’s MYTORONTO 2020 calendar as prompts, writers 

from TWC workshops were encouraged to submit their written pieces, inspired by the photos. 

Winners of the July and August contests will receive prizes and the opportunity to tell their stories at a par-

ticipants’ celebration on Wednesday, September 18 in the Metro Hall Rotunda. To purchase a calendar or 

become a vendor,  contact mytorontocalendar.com. 

The TWC participant writers are encouraged to continue working on their pieces with professional authors at 

the fi ve locations of our Write On! 2019 program.   

Cynthia Langill is a newcomer to writing. For three years she co-facilitated the Toronto Novel Marathon as a fundrais-

er for Renascent. Cynthia has written a children’s story and is currently working on her memoir. “I fi nd the process of 

writing so therapeutic and would love to learn more about writing”.

Muskoka Chairs by Cynthia Langill

At fi rst glance, it is simply perfect. Immediately, memories

spring to my mind with glee, memories of sun-fi lled summer 

days gone by. We would sit for hours on end on the wooden 

Muskoka Chairs, laughing and plotting what seemed like 

endless glory days, spent with good friends, and new 

friends who had come to cottage country for the summer. 

These were the golden people, those who could afford the 

luxury of a summer home. I longed to be like them.

I looked at the picture again, feeling alarm deep in the pit of 

my stomach. What I saw at this next glance, was rough and 

murky lake waters, as if angered by the sullen skies above. 

A weeping willow, bent over with heaviness, foreshadowing 

some unpleasantness to come.

Suddenly, I was on quite another journey, remembering the darkness of the buried past, my childhood. I lived lonely, 

isolated and afraid.

Cottage country is not so idyllic when the summer sun sinks away. My soul then becomes restless and unsure. I dwell on 

the sickness that hangs over the small town I live in, that hangs so heavily over my home. The despair is in the air, like 

low-fl ying grey clouds that seem to never end.

There were no good friends back then, not a trill of happiness was to be heard, only the familiar sounds of pain and no 

escape from it. These were days and weeks and months of unrelenting sadness and fear.

It is as though I barely even took a breath from September through May 24th long weekend, when once again fl eeting 

signs of the new summer season began to show themselves. Offering hope.

“Maybe this year’’ I thought ...

MYTORONTO Partners with TWC’s Prompt of the Month

(Continued on page 5)
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This year’s mentors include: 

Jay Teitel, a Toronto-based 
writer and editor who has won 
over 25 National Magazine Awards 
in categories ranging from Sports 
to Fiction. His books, screenplays 
and stage plays, include a musical 
about his father’s journey through 
Alzheimer’s Disease (Alzheimer 
That Ends Heimer); 
Julie Hartley, a writer and writ-
ing instructor with over 20 years of 
experience who has recently writ-
ten a book for teachers on how to 
inspire kids to love Shakespeare;
Susan Ksiezopolski, an award-
winning writer, coach and facilita-
tor who has published two poetry 
books;
Pat Connors, who has two pub-
lished chapbooks, participates 
in spoken word events and is a 
manager for the Toronto chapter of 
100,000 Poets for Change; 
Puneet Dutt, whose debut collec-
tion of poetry, The Better Monsters 
(Mansfi eld Press, 2017), was a 
Finalist for the 2018 Trillium Book 
Award For Poetry (English Lan-
guage) and was Shortlisted for the 
2018 Raymond Souster Award; 
Sage Lunsford (Stage Name: 
Sage Tyrtle), a teacher and 
storyteller whose career in-
cludes teaching the art of 
storytelling at Seneca College 
and Second City and hosting 
spoken word events across 
the city.

Write
T   

he TWC is growing! In order to ensure that the qual-

ity of workshops remains high, an evaluation team 

has been brought on board to continue work initi-

ated in 2017. The team is from Ryerson University (RU), 

and includes team lead, professor Dr. Kelly McShane, her 

graduate student Annabelle Torsein, and Danielle Christie, 

a recent RU graduate. 

In June, Annabelle 

went to Chicago to 

present the informa-

tion gathered in the 

fi rst year of the study 

at the Society for 

Community Research 

and Action confer-

ence. This was an exciting opportunity for us to share our 

interesting fi ndings of the evaluation, and to speak with 

other evaluators and researchers who are also passionate 

about working with community partners in a collabora-

tive way. It is clear that both participants and facilitators 

fi nd that the creative writing workshops offered by the 

TWC have had a positive impact on many areas of their 

lives. Participants expressed that their involvement in the 

TWC workshops has led to a reduction in social isolation, 

as well as improvements in multiples areas, including 

self-expression, confi dence and self-worth, empowerment 

of voice, resilience, healing and recovery. Facilitators 

expressed that they experienced skills expansion, as well 

as improvement in multiple areas, including well-being, 

empathy, awareness, sense of purpose, sense of satisfac-

tion, and goal achievement. 

Currently, the team is busy designing questionnaires that 

are a central part of the new evaluation.  The question-

naires will be distributed at many of the TWC workshops 

across the GTA. They will continue to gather information 

at workshops, and, eventually, through interviews with 

volunteer participants and facilitators, fi nd out more about 

the long-term impact of being involved in TWC expressive 

writing workshops. 

The TWC is encouraging input from as many participants 

as possible to help shape the future of our community en-

gagement. This program is funded by the Ontario Trillium 

Foundation.

– Annabelle Torsein

Ryerson studies the TWC
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Iron and steel
Bones of the earth
Angular gravestones
Stretch raw arms up 
Marking the ground
They were pulled from
That earth it’s
Hollow now its
Sweet marrow sucked then
Spit out a crypt
Webbed in wiry
Veins thick black with
Hot current
Pulsing to the
Winking heart of this
Town fi lling our
Dark mouths with its
Syrup its light

Sam Burton writes poetry and 
fi ction. She lives in Toronto with her 
partner and an ambitious yucca plant 
named Carl.

On!
Write On! 2019 follows the TWC’s 
initial foray into publishing in 2017.  
The program is open to writers of 
all genres – poetry, fi ction, memoir, 
and anything else! The Write On! 
project in 2017  showcased 23 
emerging artists, whose works were 
crafted with the support of talent-
ed, professional authors. The result 
was Front Lines: Voices from 
the Toronto Writers Collective. 

The new anthology is an opportuni-
ty for 30 writers to have their work 
fi nd an audience and resonate with 
people who will see their own lives 
refl ected in its pages. It will be pub-
lished in the spring of 2020.

The workshops and anthology are 
made possible through funding 
from the Ontario Trillium Founda-
tion, Azrieli Foundation, Ontario 
Arts Council, Toronto Arts Council 
and the support of the Toronto 
Public Library and Working For 
Change.

(MYTORONTO/TWC Prompt of the Month Continued from page 3)
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A Neighbourhood Spoken Word Event 

O
n December 10, 2018, the TWC held a spoken 
word evening at one of our longest ongoing cre-
ative writing workshops, Fred Victor Housing.  Ad-

vertised throughout the neighbourhood, members of local 
shelters joined FVH residents to share their honest and 
courageous words with each other.  Located at the corner 
of Queen St. East and Jarvis you can continue to fi nd us 
on Mondays from 5:30 – 7:00pm come rain or shine!
– Doug Grundman

Sudbury

Two of our facilitators with community links are 

excited to hold three mid-September Introductory 

TWC Workshops in Sudbury! 

We are developing one the TWC’s long-term goals 

by contacting community-minded individuals   

and social service agencies or organizations in 

Sudbury.  

Our intent is to introduce the TWC workshop pro-

cess and demonstrate the value and impact that 

our expressive creative writing workshops can 

have in order to establish partnerships in Sud-

bury. We hope to eventually provide self-sustain-

ing workshops in Northern Ontario, benefi tting        

vulnerable communities as we do in the GTA.

Please contact us if you are interested in providing 

TWC workshops in your area!

– Siobhan Lant

Mindful MC’s at Unity in the Community - CCBI, is a 
new community-driven platform that is working to 
build an inclusive, caring, and vibrant community 
within Toronto Downtown East.  

The Mindful MC’s are a local hip hop group who 

were encouraged to fi nd their voices at CAMH-

LEARN. There, TWC expressive writing workshops 

inspired their creative efforts. They shared their 

mission of destigmatizing mental illness at Unity In 

The Community in Allan Gardens on July 27. This 

event was funded by the City of Toronto and hosted 

by the Collective Community Building Initiative. 
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Maria Nassiri lives in Toronto and studies 

philosophy at York University. She was born in 

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, and moved to Athens, 

Greece, at the age of four. She switched from 

writing in Greek, her fi rst language, to English 

when she moved to Canada in 2005.

T
he Toronto Writers Collective 
is participating in its 4th Word 

On The Street Festival. The 
Festival is a wonderful opportunity 
to hear voices and share stories with 
diverse organizations and individu-
als, reaching out to new supporters 
and organizations.  This year Susan 
Ksiezopolski, WriteWell www.my-
wordsnow.com and Shabnam Curtis,  
www.mypersianparadox.com, had 
tables to share their incredible 
journies and teachings. 

The TWC provided workshops on 
Friday September 20th as part of the 
Diaspora Dialogues’ professional 
development seminars for writers at 
Word On The Street.

Language

L
anguage carries my thoughts from silence to sound. My pain and 

my joy sit comfortably on every syllable and enter the mind of 

others. When there are no fl aws in communication, no division 

exists between the “I” and the “They”; the speaker is in a mystical 

union with the audience. Yet most of the time no real communication 

is possible. Speakers are misunderstood and writers misinterpreted. 

The truth dwells somewhere between the signifi er and the signifi ed 

like a divine spirit waiting to be felt by the fl esh. When the truth is       

illuminated it obliterates darkness, embracing everything, awakening 

consciousness from its silent death. Words carry me from solitude into 

the realm of togetherness. So, it becomes a duty, a categorical impera-

tive, to have thoughts that are as pure as my fi rst breath since, once 

they are communicated, they fall hard onto the ground and make a 

deafening sound. As I move into the space of expressiveness the logos 

becomes my saviour; the only link between the inner mystery of one’s 

self and the absolute of reality that exists out there. The subjective 

truth is put out there to be judged, to be understood, to be evaluated. 

Does it make sense? Can other people relate to it? Is it original? Numer-

ous times I have tried to express my emotions through the visual arts. 

Sometimes I think that images mirror emotions in a very complex way. 

It was satisfying to paint and to colour my peculiarly unique symbols 

but I returned to words feeling that they will, one day, tell my story 

effectively and with the potential of igniting the same emotions that 

I have experienced when I faced disappointment, felt love, got lost 

in despair and found my way out again. I still wait for the powerful 

emotions in me to translate into thought so I can write them, so I can 

see them imprinted, realized and manifested into communicable sym-

bols. Above all, I want to see them because in that way I will feel that 

I am looking into a mirror, a real mirror that refl ects my state of mind 

as well as my perception of the world and of myself. It is a sort of a 

cliché to say that words keep me company, but it seems that they are 

more than that. Perhaps they are the validation that I need - that life is 

not merely a bundle of sensations but that it is a story worth knowing 

woven around these sensations and perceptions. Stemming from the 

reality of existence and turning into an artifact. This story can only 

come into existence though language. In this sense, language is my 

way out from the darkness of the unknown and the confusion that 

comes from it. The logos, the prime mover of the universe, is in my 

mind - the only voice I need. 

by Maria Nassiri
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Programs funded by

The Toronto Writers Collective 
uses creative writing to 

positively impact diverse and 
underserved populations in 

communities across the GTA. 
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E
stablished on a shoestring budget, over 1,675 people have 

experienced the power of their words, creating positive 

life-changing results in Toronto Writers Collective 

expressive writing workshops. 

Since 2013, the TWC has facilitated over 2,175 workshops, provid-

ing over 11,700 writing experiences for more than 1,425 writer/

participants.

We need your help to leverage this simple yet profound concept 

to meet a real demand. You can be a meaningful catalyst to con-

tinue training facilitators, help our writers fi nd their voice, and 

publish their stories. 

Every dollar donated goes to advancing the cause and directly 

impacts our community. This is one of those early stage oppor-

tunities when you will be able to genuinely say that you do more 

than write a check - you empower something truly meaningful.

“These sessions are a constant reminder 
that all voices are unique, and that all  
people, deep down, are very interesting.” 

— David, TWC Facilitator
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Encouraging Voice, Empowering the Unheard

www.torontowriterscol lective.ca

Do you have a 
story to tell? 
We want to hear you 

Explore your creative genius

Free brave expressive 

writing workshops

Supportive feedback

All are welcome

info@torontowriterscol lect ive.ca

@ torontowritersc

Toronto Writers Collective Registered Charity Number: 
BN 84705 8831 RR0001

Please donate to:
info@torontowriterscollective.ca 
or online at Canada Helps.org
http://www.canadahelps.org/en/
charitiesthe-toronto-writers-collective/

For more information: info@torontowriterscollective.ca
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Mariam Leitman, Director

Lipa Roth, Director

Robert Wertheimer, Director

Director of Programming: Jesse Cohoon

Outreach and Communications Manager: Siobhan Lant 
Executive Team: Doug Grundman, Shelley Lepp

with the support of


