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ALICIA TILLSON serves homemade American Chop Suey to her 8-year-old daughter LORELEI. Last
Thursday 15 local parents who hope to become community leaders gathered for Parent Leadership Training
Institute at NeighborWorks Blackstone Valley's C3 Center in Woonsocket as part of a 20-week program
about the intricacies of their communities and local government. The session starts with a free home-
cooked meal that they can enjoy with their kids. Childcare is provided during the classes.

Creating leaders: New program aims
to get Woonsocket parents engaged
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amazing way to engage par-
ents,” explained Foster, coor-
dinator of the new annual
2(week long class. “It's a very
deliberate curriculum that
empowers people,”

Woonsocket’s first PLTT class
is now in its 7th week, and
Foster says she can already see
the potential impact it could
have on the community through
the individual parents.

“You realize so quickly that
the number one reason they're
there is they want to better the
lives of their children,” said
Foster, “Then yvou realize how
important one individual parent
can be to the community.”

The first group of parents
came to the program either
through a referral, or by
responding to a flyver outlining
the PLTT mission. To qualify
for the free class, held from
3 to 8:30 p.m. each week at
NeighborWorks Blackstone
Valley's C3 Center on Sayles
Street, parents must submit an
application, and take part in
a briefl interview where Foster
aims to gauge their feelings
about diversity.

“For the most part, people
won't be rejected,” Foster said.
“But becanse the curticulum is
very, very intense, some people
may not be ready for it.”

The class is geared for all
ages, genders, races, income lev-
els and ethnicities.

“We want diversity,” said
Foster. “On the application,
we don't ask education level
because we want the parents
with a Ph.D. sitting next to
the parent that might not
have a degree at all.” leen
moms can receive high school
credit for the class as part
of their Expanded Learning
Opportunity coursework,
but administrators from
the Woonsacket Education
Department can also receive
professional development cred-
its. In Connecticut, where the
program is well established, sev-
eral universities offer credits for
the program.

The first 10 weeks of class
focuses on the parents learning
about themselves as leaders.

“In order to gain the skills and
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Before the leadership training session, SHANE CULLITON enjoys a meal while his son LOGAN, 6, does his
homework. Last Thursday, 15 local parents who hope to become community leaders gathered for Parent
Leadership Training Institute at NeighborWorks Blackstone Valley's C3 Center in Woonsocket as part of a
20-week program about the intricacies of their communities and local government. The session starts with a
free home-cooked meal that they can enjoy with their kids. Childcare is provided during the classes.

the confidence to participate in
civics and democracy, you have
to learn about yourself first,”
said Foster.

With classes titled *The
change process” and “The inten-
tional use of language,” PLT1
aims to confront barriers to
participation. Diversity is a key
component of the organization’s
philosophy and the curriculum
helps parents to examine their
feelings on the subject.

“Right off the bat, you start
talking about race and diversity
in your community and you
hm:] that especially in that first
1 sweeks, it can hL VETY emo
Honal,” Foster said. “Ii sounds
sort of cheesy, but if you want
to be a leader in the communi-
ty, you have to be open-minded
to working with people who
have different opinions.”

In the second 10 weeks,
classes focus on local business
and local government, and on
skills, like how to read budgets
and who to contact to get things
accomplished.

“It’s all about giving parents
a tool kit for civics and democ-
racy,” Foster said on the non
partisan cuwrriculum. “You need
Lo know the bills and the laws
that are being made in your
COmmunity because they are
affecting your child.”

Classes are interactive
and activity-based, with no
H_:nwmpc}int presentations
allowed. Each three-hour plus
session begins with a group din-
ner, and childcare is provided,
along with services such as
transportation or a translator for
parents who might need one.
The presence of such accom-
modations is mandated by the
national team as a means to
make sure all parents are able to
participate.

The pEll'LiEi]'J-i-ll‘l[E., in furn, must
sign a confract saving they won’t
miss more than three of the 20
classes.

“It’s a big commitment for the
parents,” said Foster.

In a recent session, parents
were divided into two groups.
One group was asked to share
a story and the other was told,
in advance, not to listen. The
listening activity, predictably,
angered many of the storytellers.
In another session, a group was
asked to defend segregation.

Ower the 20 weeks, the par-

ents are reminded of an impor
tant mle of PLTT: Trst the
Process.

“Parents learn these skills by
actually experiencing them,”
said Foster. “It makes people
mad, but it's part of this delib-
erate curricnlum.”™ After each
activity, the group takes part in
discnssion and self reflection. “It
will all make sense by the end
of the class.™

So far, from an evaluation
sheet filled out by participants
after each class, Foster has found
“there’s nobody that is not
enjoying this.”

The course ends with each
parent completing a community
project, ranging from a one-time
volunteer opportunity to run-
ning for mayor.

“It really dep-&nd.s on the indi-
vidual’s interest,” said Foster.
One parent has already decided
that she wants to join PLTT's
Civics Design Team to help
recruit Spanish-speaking fami-
lies.

Clln'entl}r, that team is made
up of other community partners
who have helped RiverzEdge
[ 14 imp]nmcnr. the Progranm. The
Civics Design Team includes
Woonsocket Police Chief
Thomas Carey's wife, a doc-
tor from Thundermist Health
Center, and several members
of the Woonsocket Education
Department.

Classes will begin every
January, and although the funds
to start the program came
through a grant, facilitators will
have to get creative to cover
expenses from the weekly din-
ners to materials like pens and
papet.

“We're being scrappy,” said
Foster. “We need as much help
as we can get to continue this.”

In addition to monetary help,
Foster is hoping supporters can
contribute the occasional meal
for the group’s weekly dinner,
or help with childcare. To learn
how you can help, contact
Foster at k}']ﬁ.@ﬁﬂ‘r}:ﬂlgl:aﬂﬁ.
Org,

“It's about bettering the lives
of children in the community,”
Foster said of PLIT. “FParent
engagement is something that I
think evervone can agree can be
very, very difficult. If's so inspir
ing to already have a group of
people who are so dedicated to
the community.”
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