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Community Outreach Project


MotherSpeak is a conversation class designed for LEP adults who are also the mothers of small children.  Based on a program begun in Montpelier, MotherSpeak is a flexible, relaxed way for these women to learn English even though child care concerns limit their ability to attend formal classes on a rigid schedule.  


The class has met weekly, but the day of the week varies, based on the women’s schedules.  For example, the first week I met with one woman at her home on a Thursday, since she had an evening job cleaning offices and spent most of Wednesday sleeping while her sister-in-law watched her four year old son and five year old daughter.  The following week, we planned to meet on Friday at the home of her other sister-in-law, who has a six month old and lacks transportation.  The next week, Wednesday seemed to be the best day to meet.  These changes were necessitated by doctors’ appointments, and the work schedules of other family members.  Of course, the times of meetings always take into account the babies’ and children’s naptimes.


The goal of MotherSpeak is to reach out to young, stay at home mothers, often a neglected segment of immigrant and refugee populations.  Because staying at home with small children can be isolating and lonely, especially in a strange country with an unfamiliar language, MotherSpeak provides an opportunity for these women to learn English while simultaneously having social contact with other young mothers who have similar interests and concerns.  These sessions will help the women to become more familiar with the Barre community as they sharpen their English skills.  This will enable them to communicate with health care workers as well as their children’s teachers and will provide them with the tools necessary to assist their children with schoolwork, once they are enrolled.


We have been meeting in the women’s homes, but as the weather becomes more pleasant, we hope to be able to have class in parks and playgrounds.  The newest ethnic group in Barre, the Meshketian Turks speak Russian in addition to Turkish, but have limited knowledge of English.  Many of them are members of the same large extended family, so they already know each other well. Had there been a more ethnically diverse group of women, there might have been an additional opportunity for them to learn about other cultures.

This particular group was organized after I visited Barre’s Adult Basic Education Center to determine their needs in terms of community outreach with the Meshketian Turks.  After talking with Warren Wolfe and Mary Leahy, the program directors, I spoke with the Spaulding teenagers in the ESL class I’ve volunteered to teach. I knew from our discussion about family, as well as from looking at photos they brought to class, that Dzhamela and Gulzada had sisters-in-law with small children, so I decided to begin with them.


I wrote out a script so that I would be sure to include all the information about the proposed class.  I reminded myself to speak clearly and slowly, since a telephone conversation can be very difficult for non-native speakers, who depend on body language and facial expressions for cues to meaning.  The phone calls went better than I anticipated and we were able to set up a meeting time immediately.


Once I was able to set up a time and place for the first meeting, we have made good headway.  The women are warm and enthusiastic and with four children in the center of our attention, there’s always something to talk about.  I have committed to leading the group for a minimum of six weeks and I’m looking forward to the experience and think that as my schedule opens up, we may meet twice a week.  In addition, I have suggested that specific materials be purchased that could be used in future MotherSpeak classes with other groups.  Once the class is established in Barre, it could be led by anyone, since I will leave outlines of  typical sessions for future volunteers.  

