Parents give Niños a chance

TRIB TOWN: Hispanics get advice on health, safety for their families’ sake

By Anna Johns  
The Portland Tribune, Mar 13, 2007 
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Rebecca Reyes, an instructor with Portland Niños, works on a safety map of the home with her all-ages “students,” including mom Manuela Vazquez (left) with children Gloria Cam, 1, Manuel Cam, 3 (in background), and Alejandro Cam, 4, and mom Nidia Perera (right) with son Tomi Jiminez, 4. 


Fatema Solis did not arrive in this country with poor eating habits. When she lived in Mexico, she ate fresh fruits and vegetables at almost every meal because they grew on her family’s land.

When she moved to Portland nine years ago, Solis said through an interpreter, she thought the fruit and vegetables tasted strange. So she did what many Hispanic immigrants in America do — she altered her diet and primarily ate meat and bread. She also drank soda pop rather than juice or water.

All that changed about two months ago when Solis completed a six-week educational program called Portland Niños. There, she learned how much sugar was in soda and how a mostly meat diet was causing her blood pressure to rise.

She says she was shocked at how much sugar she consumed when she and her family — a husband and four children under the age of 7 — consumed 24 cans of soda each week.

This nutritional information, she says, was not common knowledge to many people back in Mexico.

Portland Niños is a free program offered to Hispanic mothers through Hacienda, a nonprofit public housing organization in Northeast Portland.

Niños receives $100,000 a year from the Children’s Investment Fund, a voter-approved city fund that hands out approximately $8.5 million a year to programs for needy children.

At the Niños classes, not a word of English is spoken. The mothers who attend the classes — whether they are new to the country or have lived in the United States for most of their lives — speak only Spanish.

Classes are noisy and appear disorganized, as instructors speak loudly over the voices of young children.

But they’re not considered disruptive. The class — which focuses on nutrition, dental hygiene and safety — is geared to mothers with children under age 5.

For many mothers who attend Portland Niños, that could be three or more children. Solis has three kids under the age of 5, and a 7-year-old.

Instructors have created activities that mothers and children can do together.

For example, children help their mothers on a home safety worksheet where they circle pictures of safety items — such as smoke detectors or outlet protectors — that they have in their homes.

One of the biggest challenges, says Rebecca Hernandez, director of community building for Hacienda, is smoke detectors.

“They disable them because they go off when the mothers are cooking,” she said. “Or they don’t know what they’re supposed to do if an alarm goes off.”

Safety classes include mock fire drills, where the instructors take a hands-off approach to allow the mothers to gather their children and exit the building.

Cultural perceptions changed

The nutrition section of the course is most popular because mothers learn healthy, new recipes and timesaving tips, while children learn to build their own healthy snacks.

Instructors show the children how to put peanut butter on bread and make a face out of banana slices, raisins and carrot shavings.

“A lot of families eat more meat than they’re supposed to,” said Guadalupe Avila, program coordinator.

Avila says Hispanic eating habits put a strain on tight budgets, but also on health. Multnomah County’s Racial and Health Disparities Report of 2004 shows Hispanics of all ages are at particularly high risk for obesity, heart disease, high blood pressure and diabetes.

Besides teaching mothers about portion sizes and the importance of eating leafy vegetables, instructors also teach them about appropriate portion sizes for children.

“In Mexico, if the kid looks more fat, he is more healthy,” Avila said.

Hispanics also are at high risk for dental disease because, Avila said, many don’t know how often or how long they’re supposed to brush their teeth.

The dental and nutritional courses overlap when mothers learn how sugary snacks and putting juice in baby bottles causes cavities.

Best to prevent cavities first

“The health department does have a service for caring for cavities, but there’s a gap in prevention,” said Kaori Nomi, an Oregon Health & Science University nursing student who works with the program as part of her community health clinical requirement.

Nomi connected Hacienda with the OHSU School of Dentistry’s pediatric dentistry program, which has agreed to offer preventive care and treat low-income Hispanics for basic dental health needs.

The disparity, Hernandez said, comes from various factors. Lack of education is one of them. In Third World countries of Latin America, safety, dental and nutritional information is not widely available.

Another factor is income. Multnomah County statistics show Hispanics are the poorest population, so access to health care is limited.

Now in its third year, Hernandez said the goal of Portland Niños is to help 72 Hispanic families. Classes have only six to eight families each, so program coordinators plan on holding at least a dozen classes at various sites throughout Portland to meet their goal.

Although the classes require families to make somewhat difficult changes in their lives — especially where food is concerned — Hernandez said parents always are willing to do it.

“They want a better life for their children,” she said. “That’s why they came here.”
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