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BRIDGE TO SUCCESS
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“Normal” included identifying with

one race, and Sonja often felt torn.
Rarely did her black heritage come up;
few in her community had seen blacks
in person. Most often, it was assumed
she was “just Indian?”

Sonja didn't hide her heritage, but she
struggled when white classmates had
difficulty understanding she was also
African-American.

“I learned that my race didn't define
me and that people would alwavs try to
define me by my race,” she explains. “
define me, and [ can be a catalyst to de-
fine my race. Because of all the suffering
I was spared and the privileges I had,
[ am obligated to give back and try to
help others — to be the best role model
I can for all children, not just my own.”

Despite struggling to shape her iden-
tity, Sonja knows what life could have
been had she not been adopted.

“My reality is I could have been a child
lost in the welfare system; I could have
grown up alone and unsupported,” she
notes. “T could have suffered so many
horrible things. I was spared and want
to do all T can to spare others.”

Sonja says she now has a great deal of

empathy for others, especially children,
because she understands what it means
to overcome hardships.

“The one lesson that is certain in my
life if you are put where you are sup-
posed to be,” Sonja says. “After being re-
united with my birth parents and know-
ing how my siblings suffered physical
and sexual abuse, I knew [ was blessed.
Meeting my birth parents gave me ev-
erything I needed to complete my circle
of understanding of myself — another
reason to give back”

After dropping out of college in 1985,
she sought a way to define herself as a

woman, too. She was on the brink of

homelessness, living on peanut butter,
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Sonja Bock surrounded by her daughters, twins Sarah and Cyndi, and younger sister

Sundance.

At that time, she was the victim of do-
mestic abuse, and she decided she didn’t
want her daughters to grow up believ-
ing that was simply “the way life was”

“My daughters were my best and dear-
est blessing and my str ‘ngah.” says the
42-year-old mother of three, including
her youngest daughter, Q,L ndance, 9.

Sonja worked for e

€ars as an in-

maximize their insurance policies.
ight switch flipped, and [ realized

v wanted to help people;” she says.
“With the struggles I've had in my life, I

1

ize the ditference it would
1

n tore

le if someone had he

n to understar d

pe

t Tt eMmMPOWer WoMmen: vollre
L {0 empower women; voure

:C-wi‘(}:fld esp c‘\.‘JJ' !




dren and women.”

Sonja moved to Fort Dodge, where
she began to work as a community or-
ganizer and attended meetings for the
Iowa Accountability Project. She fin-
ished college and became a counselor
for kindergarten through eighth-grade
children with behavioral and mental
health problems. It was heartbreaking
work Sonja nonetheless found incred-
ibly rewarding.

Early on, she noted that children of

color with behavior and mental prob-
lems were treated with civility, if not
warmth.

“Kids are perceptive,” Sonja explains.
“They notice when a teacher puts her
hand on a white student’s shoulder but
wor't touch the student of color. They
see that — they see how they are treated
differently”

As a result, Sonja pointed these dif-
ferences out to teachers to create better
understanding. She also asked students
what they wanted — what would help.
She realized all children can learn, re-
gardless of ability, if theyre specific
needs are addressed and met.

It also requires family intervention

"Because of all the
suffering | was spared
and the privileges | had, |
am obligated to give back
and try to help others —
to be the best role model
| can for all children, not
]ust my own.”
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and support, not simply good teachers.
“We have a crisis in America; its dan-
gerous to send kids to school,” she says.
Her work with children fit well with
helping the larger community. She
wrote a plan to bring more profession-
als of color to the Fort Dodge area. She
also organized wealth-building semi-
nars for the city’s African-Americans,
which taught everything from estate
planning to maximizing 401k plans.
“My focus is to educate people. Rac-
ism is so subtle. People don't under-
stand the hidden costs of being Af-
rican-American in our society. They

don't understand how difficult it is for
African-Americans to get a loan or pass
an estate to leave to their children”

It can begin with something as w‘*pnc
as investing an income tax return, she
adds.

“The basis of everything is buying a
home,” she says. “Change is going to be
grassroots; we'll take back our commu-
nities and take care of those communi-
ties.”

Sonja relocated in the Cedar Valley
several months ago because one of her
daughters transferred to UNIL She re-
alized the area would also offer Sunny,
a talented and gifted student, excellent
schools.

Her master’s degree in sociology can
take her in several directions. For exam-
ple, she may consider law school. What-
ever she decides, Sonja’s primary focus
will be community activism.

“Were worth fighting for. As some-
one from a multicultural background,
I have a unique perspective. 1 grew up
in a white, middle-class home, but I am
a person of color. I can be a bridge, be-
cause | see both sides. I can help people
understand other perspectives” 4
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