Israeli describes her Athenian IPEP experience
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By Judy Shlasky, CIF Israel

I was fortunate to have been accepted to the IPEP for social workers in Athens, which took place in May, 2019 organized by CIF Hellas, mainly by its president, the wonderful Catherine Psarouli.

I chose the PEP in Athens among the many other opportunities offered by CIF for 2019, since I've had a long-time affinity for Greece and Greek culture – music, theater, dancing, food, etc. I had visited the island of Rhodes many years before and also Northern Greece, but had never been to the capitol, and it was time!

Due to this fact, I arranged to come a week earlier with my husband, who also hadn't been to Athens. We toured the city and one close island and enjoyed the sites and the culture.

At the end of our vacation week, I entered the hostel in the Plaka to join the other participants, as we were staying there the first two nights. We were four women, the others came from Spain (Basque country), Finland and Argentina, and of course, I'm from Israel.
The next morning, after the Greek breakfast, we were escorted by a CIF member to the first meeting, a get-to-know-you event and a welcoming as well. We had the chance to meet some of the local CIF members there, and more of them that evening at the welcoming reception at Catherine's home. The warm welcome and the lively mood and congenial atmosphere helped us feel at ease and ready to begin the program.
After the two first nights, each participant was taken to her host home in different parts of the city. Mine was quite far from the center and required a long ride each day but the conditions there were very good. Three of us spent the next 12 nights at the same home, but one was obliged to change in the middle, due to the plans of the first hostess who had to leave Athens after one week.

During the two weeks of the program, we were taken to many social agencies and organizations, (some were NGO's), and were exposed to the work of the staff and the aims of each one. We were given lectures about the purpose of each place of work, were shown around the offices and engaged in discussions revolving around their work. We asked questions and made comparisons with similar services in our home countries. In each agency or organization, we were greeting warmly and treated with dignity, and the professionals showed interest in our own work and the way our home agencies functioned and dealt with problems. 
We visited the School of Social Work at West Attica University and spent a day there for orientation. Each one of us (participants) gave a presentation about her own work in her agency and also presented her native country. We heard several interesting lectures from the faculty members of the social work school on various social issues in Modern Greek society and a representative from the Hellenic Association of Social Workers informed us about the goals and activities of the association. This was an informative event that provided us with important background material. 

The professional visits were mostly with all four of us together and at times we were divided into two and two, but during the last three days each participant was given an individual program. Hellas CIF arranged visits for each of us to agencies which matched our requests, which were similar to our own at home. On one of these days I was taken to a rehabilitation hospital where I met the social service professionals and heard about the service, and was given a tour of the hospital. 
On the last day of the PEP we had a final meeting at a social service agency in Piraeus some distance from the center and which we had visited during the program. The evaluation of the PEP was done there, in the presence of two CIF members who presided and guided us along. The other CIF members were not present.
During the professional visits (as listed above, and others) we learned about the way the social services are organized and dispensed in Greece, also about the approach and way of thinking of the professionals, and got an idea of how social work is practiced there. I was very impressed by the high level of professionalism and the dedication of the social workers and other related professionals that we met. I felt that the country, in spite of the difficult economic situation, makes many efforts to provide aid for those in need and improve the quality of their lives. It seemed that the population of foreign workers and migrants constituted a large percentage of the clients served. We were accompanied to each agency by a CIF member who took us, either in a car or on the public transportation, and remained with us until the end of the meeting.

In addition to the professional aspect, which was diversified and fascinating, we also enjoyed the social and cultural aspects of the program and had many good times! In addition to the first two social meetings at the beginning we were entertained a number of times, including a lovely dinner at the home of one of the most active CIF members and some delicious meals in nice restaurants together with CIF local members. These get-togethers, along with the Greek food we sampled, enabled us to have informal contact with our colleagues from CIF in a more relaxed and comfortable atmosphere and get to know them better, on a personal basis. They all showed interest in us as individuals and as professionals. Once we were escorted by a CIF member to a lovely roof-garden café on top of a luxury hotel in the center of Athens where there is a clear and direct view of the Acropolis. We enjoyed the view in daylight as well as in darkness when it's lit up so nicely, since we arrived towards sunset and had the benefit of both views! Of course we enjoyed the company of our escort as well.
We were also provided with a tourist bus city tour of Athens courtesy of CIF Hellas, which gave us an over-view of the city and its many attractions. On another day, after a professional visit in the morning, we were driven to a wonderful site called Sunio, an hour and a half drive out of Athens, along the coast. Here we enjoyed a spectacular ancient temple which remained nearly whole, and is situated by the sea, at the tip of a peninsula so that the sea surrounds the site, and the views around it are just beautiful! We also were treated to another sumptuous meal at a restaurant on the way, along with the CIF Hellas members who accompanied us. This was one of the most enjoyable events!

On the last night we participated in the farewell party for us, which took place at the beautiful home of one the CIF Hellas' members. Many local members and others connected attended, and once more we had a chance to meet local professionals informally, and say goodbye to all those who accompanied us and helped us all through our program. 
I also would like to mention the devotion and commitment of all the CIF members to help us, the participants, at times when it was needed. This dedication was evident all through the program as they were helpful and supportive.
My hostess was a lovely lady, a retired math teacher in a high school, and she "spoiled" me with her wonderful cooking and local Greek dishes, and treated me to souvlaki that she brought home. She was very hospitable; we had many good conversations about life in Greece and she taught me how to use the transportation. I got to meet one of the daughters of my hostess who lives in her building, and she was also helpful to me in different ways. I am still in touch with my hostess, through the media, and she is planning to visit Israel soon, so I will of course meet her again and help to show her around locally!

Fortunately the four of us participants, in spite of coming from different parts of the world and being different ages, got along well and enjoyed each other's company. We used to go out together to have a meal or a drink, either in mid-day between our professional visits, or at the day's end to a café or roof-garden with a view, and had a good times together. Having this pleasant peer group was another benefit of the program! 
I was very pleased with the PEP, the way it was organized and the contents. I enjoyed meeting so many wonderful people there. The CIF Hellas is a terrific group with a strong spirit and a desire to share their ideas and local culture, and it was a pleasure to be with them!
This was a memorable and rich experience for me in many ways, which I will surely never forget! I am still in touch with a number of the CIF Hellas group and hope to meet them again in the future. I recommend attending a CIF Hellas PEP to anyone who is contemplating doing this and am sure whoever does will benefit!
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