HISTORY

Development of the curriculum

How SISTERS wrote the curriculum.  SISTERS has written the curriculum in the format of interaction and participant led.  This was developed over the years by each group and reassessed every year.  This is done in order to honor the integrity of the groups and the ownership of the curriculum.  This comes from the women themselves and has been used to promote empowerment amongst the promotoras and their participants. Many of the participants have had different levels of education.  51% of the women who have taken the curriculum have a GED or less.  The women that go on to train the next year of participants re-evaluate what they have taught the year before and add in new relevant materials.  This is a culmination of the input for the last twelve years.  

SISTERS believe a curriculum needs to be tailored to individual needs.  The overall prevention method is preserved from group to group, however culture and sexuality, which is the core of prevention is personal and unique to individuals.  The lesson plans are used to facilitate communication within each class.  The belief in the community’s innate ability and strength does reinforce the way in which the curriculum is utilized.  Therefore we do not encourage the banking system of teaching the curriculum.  The method we use is that the trainer (promotora) is not the wealth of knowledge but solicits from her participants their knowledge thus the participant is not the empty vessel. We believe through discussion, guiding question, agreeing to disagree we develop individual's ability to critically think and make decisions of their own from previous knowledge, newly acquired knowledge, and the awakening of a fresh self image and identity. (Pablo Freire. Pedagogy of Oppressed)    

The newly acquired knowledge that was utilized each year varied.  During the years many hand-out were developed by the women.  They were developed through workshops some of the promotoras attended, articles and books were used as references.  In the early part of the 1990’s we were given a book, which we welcomed.  It became a tattered book that was used for information in our trainings, Our Bodies, Ourselves, the Boston Women’s Health Book Collective was the title.  We had no idea there was a revised and updated version until 2002.  In the tattered book we used the promotoras utilized basic information about birth control, HIV/AIDS, and sexually transmitted infections (diseases).  This particular edition we utilized did not address women of color and their health issues.  So we used what we could and added from our own groups input every year.
The unit on culture and internalize racism was developed by Professor Belinda Garcia, and her student, Adrienna Puhnani Corrales from the class Introduction to Chicano/a Studies at Metro State college.

In the curriculum we use the terms: Latino/a, Chicano/a, Mexicana, Mexican, Mexican American, and Indigenous.  The terms are used interchangeably.  We feel the word Hispanic negates our indigenous roots. (Elizabeth Martinez, De Colores Means All of Us)

The first group was made up of single mothers living in low income housing and the participants there were made up of 50% Chicanas and 50% African Americans.  Each year the groups became larger and Native American women. Asian women and a few White women joined.  The groups were diverse each year.  The curriculum grew from six weeks to 18 weeks.  It wasn’t until 1999 did we acquire a small contract, thanks to Janie Vanderburg, grantwriter who contacted our group, to include us in an HIV prevention grant.  We were included as subcontractors with an organization called Mi Casa Resource Center for Women.  By 1999 we had already graduated eight classes of women.  We held classes during the week in the evening and we provided babysitting and everyone brought snacks. 

 Each year some of the participants came back as trainees and the next year. They recruit and start their own class that next year.  The promotoras began to grow and we had to met in our homes weekly with all our children to organize each class.  In 1996 we had the first bilingual class and the next year we had a class all in Spanish and one in English.  This was due to the dedication of two promotoras who were mother and daughter.  Maribel Lemus for orgaining and training and Berta Torres, her mother for translating the material.  Mothers and daughters took the classes together.  Presently we have several promotoras that are mother and daughter and they conduct their classes together.  So from 1992 until 1999 SISTERS had received a small grant of $1,500.00 to buy supplies.  For seven years we took care of our household, held down other jobs so we could recruit, conducted our trainings, do our home presentations, and developed our curriculum.  We educated those women to access health services including mental health services, housing, food bank, domestic violence shelters, we taught leadership and advocacy skills, some entered into school, training programs and others improved the quality of their lives and their self efficacy.  We helped with the prevention of STD’s/HIV/AIDS and we build ourselves within our community.

By 1999 we had two sites where we were conducting trainings and having home presentations weekly.  We were using the platica (discussion) and educational materials, and we were listening to our women’s stories and barriers to healthcare and other life situations.  We had developed relationships with service providers and we referred our women to many services.  Our promotoras drove them to appointments and went with them to help advocate for them.  In 1997 we acquired our non-profit status.  Today, 2004 we have five sites and one site is our office.  The two founders have quit their jobs and run the program full-time.  This curriculum is eventually growing each year.  There are many new pieces that will be added.  What remains the constant is the dedication and commitment to utilizing our culture, community women and now men to be the educators and the advocates in their community.  There has not been many community women who call themselves Chicanas, Latinas, Indigenous women, women of the earth, who have banned together to improve the quality of life for their communities and lived to write about it.  We are those women who continue to manage our personal lives and families, and carry on our mission in spite of the adversaries of being women of color, dual cultures, judged by our looks, the ever so presents of racism and internalized racism that surrounds us.  If we have helped to improve the quality of life for one family it has all been worth the struggles, barriers, obstacles, fears and tears shred to keep our program alive it has been a well worth the journey.    
