“I Think I Got the Right”

A Look at the Issues of Literacy
with Three Parenting Teens

ince 1987, Action for Boston Community De-
velopment Learning Centre, an adult learning centre in down-
town Boston, has been running a program especially aimed at
pregnant and parenting teens. Its goal is to educate, to counsel,
and ultimately to bring teenage parents into the workforce. Op-
erating under the mandate of a grant provided by the Department
of Public Welfare, the program also acts as a liaison between the
teens and such governmental agencies as Aid for Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), General Relief (GR), a family
daycare centre, the Boston City Hospital, and Saludi’s Banking
Training Program.

But a year old, the program has already undergone modifica-
tion. Originally planned for 25 students, it now serves a maxi-
mum of 15; originally of six months duration, its exit is now open-
ended. Students must be between 16 and 21, and have at least
grade 3 reading and math skills. They spend half a day at ABCD
Leamning Centre working toward aG.E.D. and halfaday in health
and parenting workshops conducted by a child development
specialist. Later they enter an employment or vocational training
program. According to the terms of the grant, the counselling
aspect of the program is intended to develop “self-worth, physi-
cal and mental health and social competence.” The education
provided “must be accessible, relevant and related to [the partici-
pant’s] life experiences, positively oriented, based in recognizing
students’ skills and competencies, flexible and demanding.” The
workshops are provided to develop parenting skills.

All this looks: great on paper: one year, maybe two, and the

students can attain a G.E.D., acertificate of training and practical
knowledge of health and childcare. But from the outside looking
in, the place of education in the priorities of pregnant and
parenting teens is hard to discern. Itstruggles for attention among
such other pressing concerns as the housing search (with Boston
apartments starting at $700-$800 a month), work, daycare,
courts, welfare, boyfriends, counselors, parents, families,
friends, violence, hope, determination and constant change.
Regular attendance at school seems impossible.

I sat down one day and spoke with three women from this
program. All three desperately desire education, knowing it is
their ticket out of dependency and into a good job; all three also
admit that their immediate needs, of necessity, take precedence.
WhenIasked them about their school experience, they responded
with stories of hanging out, doing nothing, going nowhere except
home at the end of the day for something to eat. However, all say
that they see the adult learning centre as something “different.”

All three women have grown up very quickly, forced to
become women when barely out of the 8th, 9th, or 10th grade.
Each has a unique story, but none is atypical. Surviving violence
and even attempted suicide, they are, if nothing else, extremely
clear and articulate about the massive confusion which they en-
tered, very much of their own free will. None regret their
situation, nor do they blame others. They all like mothering, are
glad to have their children while young, believe they are caring
for them well.

Lucia is 19 years old. When she got pregnant at 15, in the
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summer after 8th grade, her parents threw
her out of the house. Even now, almost 5
years late, her mother will meet her occa-
sionally, butonly outside the house. After
a few attempts to live with friends and
sisters, she went to stay at her boyfriend’s
parents’ house, but the arrangement soon
fell apart. Jealous of her, her boyfriend’s
brother turned the family against her. If
she was watching TV, they would shut it
off, as if she was invisible. Her mother-
in-law would not permit her to use the
washing machines because she contrib-
uted to rent but not to electricity. When
she smiled, she was accused of lying to
herself. When she didn’t, she was called
rude.

So, at the age of 16, with her 3-month
old baby in the next room she took pills,
lots of pills, enough to make her blind and
deaf to the situation. Discovered, she was
taken to the hospital and pumped out.

When I took it [ couldn’t hear any-
thing, I couldn't see anything. They
took me to this hospital, pump me out.
My brother came in and I didn’ t know
who I were talking to. He said “I came
to see if you're not going home with us,
are you going home to your boy-
friend’'s? And the counselor said,
“We'll getyouanice place and you can
stay, you and your daughter, and you
can go back to school.” But Ilove my
boyfriend! And if I go back home, my
father doesn’t talk to me, my brother
doesn’ttalk to me. I won’t be able to go
nowhere. It s going 1o be worse. Andl
said, “I'll go back to my boyfriend’s.”

And when I went back my mother-in-
lawisyelling at him saying I' mno good
and I end up lying in bed for one week.
And my mother-in-law’s sending me up
something to eat, she’ s asking “how're
you doing?” and she’s looking at the
baby.

We ended up finding rat poison and
the City of Boston was coming in and
checking with me and talking with me
and taking the case to court. I ended up
being thrown out of there and all my
Stuff' s in the basement. So I got no
place to go. I went down to Housing to
see if they' d help me out down there. 1
went to my sister's, but she’s over-
crowded. So I went down 1o Welfare,
see if they could help me, but they said
they could do nothing. AndI'm trying
to go to school, get an education, go to
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training. I got two kids to take care of
and trying to get an apartment.?

One child is 3 years old, the other, 9
months. She has been with her boyfriend
for 5 years. During her second pregnancy,
she considered an abortion. Lying about
her age, she managed to get the money,
tests, counselling and to arrive at the
appointment. But at the last minute, she
changed her mind and walked out. She
frecly admits the love she has for both her
children; the elder has severe problems.
A confused child at 15, three years later
Lucia has struggled into adulthood.

Lourdes, also 19, with a 20-month old
son, is looking for permanent housing.
Currently she lives in a shelter. She loves
being a mother, and though she assumed
she would finish high school and geta job,
she knew, when she fell in love, it was
time to “wake up and smell the coffee.”
The boy’s father is long gone, and she
does not miss him. Since her son was 3 1/
2 months old, she been involved with
another man, one who is “there when I
need diapers in the middle of the night,
when I have to run to the hospital, when I
have a headache. He’s the one who helps
me to provide for my son.”

Bom to a wealthy family on the tiny
island of Cape Verde, Lourdes came to
the United States when she was 10. Now
she is the child of two cultures, one inher-
ited from the tightly-knit Cape Verdean
community in Boston, the other from the
larger Black American community of
which she is also a member. She went to
a post-bussing Black American school;
she believes that Americais afree country
where the government leaves people
alone and where you can get what you
want. And she is outspoken:

The lady that works [in the shelter]
where I'm staying at, she's always
complaining how us Cape Verdeans
should stick with Cape Verdeans and I
cuss her out ' cause she says to me that
I'm beginning to have black people’s
attitudes. I think I have theright to cuss
her out sol cussed her out and she gave
me a written warning. And told her
“I'm going to sign this warning be-
cause you's supposed to be a coun-
selor, and if you want to be a counselor
your have to know how to communi-
cate, know how to deal with people,
know how to talk. You gotta work here

with a bunch of us, and if we wasn’t
homeless youwouldn’t be sitting at this
desk trying 1o run our life. And she's
always complaining how we should
take better care of our kids and we
should watch our kids and I told her, I
said, “Look, I'm tired of you talking to
me like this, because I’ m doing it. If you
want to talk to me you're going to sit
down like a lady and talk to me. I might
be young but I'm not stupid. Talk to me
like I'm human and I' ll talk to you like
you're human.” And then she got mad
because I turned around and said,
“Look, you're so much worrying about
how we take care of our kids. You leave
your sonwith someone all dayfrom?7 to
2 and then you work from 3 to 11. Do
you ever see your kids? How do you
ever give your kids love? Youmight be
out there trying to make a dollar but
you're not worrying about your kids.”

Itold her “You can talk about me all
you want but don’t get off the line with
me telling me how to runmykids. Don’t
tell me who to hang around with cause
you're just as black as anybody I
know.”

Lourdes’ mother brought all her 11
children here from Cape Verde: first one
half, while the others stayed back with the
maid, and then the rest. In Boston, she set
up shop. The children all got schooling
and jobs. Lourdes was an A and B student
at school; her reading and class level are
both 9th grade. Now Lourdes puts her
child first; she makes sure thathe is settled
before all else. By joining the program,
she is trying to do two things at once, but
she puts housing first, and education sec-
ond. She has adaily agenda aslong asher
arm, and she uses the structure the P.P.T.
provides in order to get done what needs
doing. She rarely manages the full 12
hours attendance required a week, but she
does use the childcare, transportation,
health and counselling services, educa-
tion and training the program provides.

Pam is 20 and her daughter is 18
months. Recently she has found an apart-
mentand is beginning to catch up with her
bills, but before there were months and
months of moving from shelter to shelter,
hostel to hostel. She has been through a
lot. When she was two, her 17 year-old
brother was killed by the police in a case
of mistaken identity. When she was 13,
her mother died of cancer.
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Pam was 18 and her baby’s father
was 38 when they became involved.
Until then she had known him in pass-

ing as a father figure to her friends at
school. They became friends, then lovers
and had 10 months together before she be-
came pregnant. When her baby was 2
weeks old, he was stabbed to death trying
to get some junkies out of a hallway. It
was two days before Christmas.

Pam has always been mature for her
age, taking her grief, taking her time,
moving on. But now when she recalls her
lover, one sees she has begun to open up
a bit, to take more risks, to be more play-
ful. For example, she recollects the night
when she and her friend Aleec went over to
his house, where he was still living with
his other girlfriend. Pam wanted a ride
home:

It was a night to remember. I was 3
months pregnant. She let me in the
house but she said, “He’ s asleep.” But
I know he wasn’t asleep ’cause I seen
himdrive up. He would not wake up for
beans. I said, “I know you're not asleep
and I'm not playing.” So he got up.

But as they were parading downstairs,
the mother of the woman he was living
with was coming up the stairs. A scene
ensues:

“It s either you or the truck,” I said,
and I went down stairs to bust his car.
I went around the building and I found
this log. I went back to the car and
started to bust in his windshield. AndI
was laughing while I was doing it.

He looked out the window and he was
pissed. 1 just did it to let him know that
I wasn’t playing. Don’t really mean
anything, just something I'd always
wanted to do. Let them know I did it.

He came downstairs and my friend
Alee said, “You'd better run.”

“I ain’t going to run from him.”

I started running, backing up, then
I'dtalk to him, then I’ d run some more.
Last time I turned around he was run-
ning behind soI yelled, “ Go Alee, go!”
I never knew in all my days I could run
so fast. I couldn’t do it now if had to.
When I turned around, he ain’t behind
me no more. I know he’s there, in the
bushes, to grab me. I walked out on the
street and I saw him and my friend

fighting. He's trying to hit her. Idon’t
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know why. By the time I got there it had
stopped.

“Why you jump on Alee?”

“She needs to mind her business.
You're going to need to pay for this
windshield.”

“I ain’t paying for nothing.”

Andwe leftitatthat. Took himalong
time to pay it, too. Wasn't even his
truck.

And all the while Pam is laughing and
there is light in her eyes. It was only a
truck, a piece of property, replaceable,

HOW WILL THE
DENOMINATORS OF
FRACTIONS HELP
Ti—IEM KICK WELFARE
IN THE BACK, OR PAY
FOR THE CLOTHES
THAT VOCATIONAL
TRAINING REQUIRES?

and nothing compared to the spunk and
freedom that was growing in her.

Pam loves being the mother of hischild,
feels that she has a part of him, even if she
does not have him. She thinks about him
every day, thinks of their time together,
sees him in her daughter, in her fighting
spirit and her old soul.

When we filter the requirements stated
in the Pregnant and Parenting proposal
through our participants, the require-
ments of “relevant education” and “social
competence” assume new meaning. Do
we bump the women from the support
services if their attendance is sporadic?
Do we respond to their needs when their
needs are not to be in class, but to be out
looking for work or for an apartment?
When the morning comes, and the grief
hangs heavy on the heart, do we say,

“Skip class and come over. Let’s talk.”
Do we become less demanding in the
classroom when they are distracted be-
cause of complications in their own lives?
Finally, when is competency achieved?
By whose standards?

It has been three weeks since the in-
terviews took place, and three weeks
remain till the end of the vocational train-
ing program. Lucia is the only one cur-
rently attending classes. “I'm getting a
job soon,” she says, as she moves away
from the life patterns of her friends and
into her own. She shows that perfect
attendance is possible, whether or not she
understands the teacher, falls asleep in
class, or hates the material. She comes,
she tries to find something she can under-
stand, use, take with her, even if it is only
how to shake hands, use the proper pro-
noun, or ask questions in an interview.,

As a teacher, it is not always easy to
make physics or metaphorsrelevant when
a student is concerned with housing, or
chicken pox. How will the denominators
of fractions help them kick welfare in the
back, or pay for the clothes that vocational
training requires? They won’t do the
laundry, or feed the baby, not yet, any-
way, not this week. And if the teacher
moves too far to relevancy, does she pre-
sume to rob students of the pleasure de-
rived from thinking about matters totally
outside their immediate concerns? Phys-
ics can help make thunderstorms and
electricity less frightening; metaphors
can provide a way to express what is
difficult to say; math can help to put the
concepts of money and numbers into our
hands. Every test they pass means they
will never have to go back to the same
place in the same way again. Education
does help people to negotiate the world
gracefully, forcefully, and confidently.

1 “Pregnancy and Parenting Teens,” Pro-
posal to the Department of Public Welfare
of Massachusetts. Written by John Jay
Grymes and Neela P. Joshey, MD,
MPHDCH, Boston Mass., 1986, p. 3.

2 In transcribing the material from the
interview 6/9/88, I edited slightly for
coherence and punctuated where neces-
sary. Otherwise I have retained the
women’s own words.
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