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Wanda Ios wax five months

| pregnant and hoping Lo have a

healthy girl when her obstetriclan

| shook his head and warned her that

| something might be terribly
wrong,

In English, the dector said the
haby growing inside her might be
hoarn with Down's symidrome. Al-
Mongh the medienl term wias for-
eipn and the langnage difficull Lo
understand, the warning made her
quoke with terror,

In her native Puerto Nico, Mtios
might have turned to a romadrmnn,
a midwife who guldes women
through childbirth {rom the preg-
nancy Lest Lo the baby's first check-

up.
Il|'1 Hartford, she sought the help
..of Maria Serrano, a:health educn-
tor who [ills the shoes of a midwiie
through a program designed lo
help Hispanic women deliver
heallthy habies.

Called Comadrona, the program
was crealed by the Hispanie Health
Counctl In 1983 to bridge cultural
aml econemle bharriers that con-
{ribute to alarmingly high mortal-
Iy rates among Hispani¢ babies,
said Grace Diunijo, the program

| eonrdinator,

‘Two health educalors visit the
homes of pregnant women and new
i mothers, remimnding them Lo keep
| medical appuintments and  take
| their vitamins, explaining the proe-
i esses of labor and birth, and wiping
) away post-partum tears,

v Carmen Medina, the comadrona
' who works wilh aboul 100 Lecnage
| mothers cach year, has helped
| countless pregnant young women

break the news lo their parents.
| She enrolled a 13-year-old in a

and Danlel Juarbe, held by Iraida Juarbe of Hartford. Tho health

school for pregnant teenagers and
recenily secured apartments [or
thvee ol sttt aid Ll La
bles,

Seranno, who counscels adult
mothers, has helped ballered wom-
en flee their abusive partners,
comforted women who have cho-
sen Lo have abortions, repurled gas
leaks in apartments she has visiled,
antd scoured lag sales for babhy
elothes amd farnilure for lhier needy
clients,

About the only thing these Poer-
In Il]f'.’lﬂ-hllll’l'll‘ill’l conuudronins
don't do s deliver hubles.

Wanda Rios cried on the phone
when she called Seranno the [irst
tirne, She had been senl for amnio-
cenlesis, a test in which doctors can
examine the genetic structure of a
fetus by withdrawing [luid from
the mother's womb,

“She wna hysterienl' Seranne
recalled. “She said, T'm scared,”
She didn't know where Lo have the
Lests done.”

Serrano ordered all the informa-
tion she could gather about felal
testing and spent hours explaining
the procedures and the risks to oy
In Spanish. But mostly, she held her
hand and told her not to worry.

Hor latest visit to Rios' apart-
ment on Benton Street was a happi-
er event. The Lests showed the baby
would nol be born with Down's syn-
drome, a genelic defect thal causes
retardation and other health prob-
lems. Serrano gently rubbed her
client's bulbous belly as the pair
chatled aboul an impending deliv-
ery by Caesarean scction

Asked what she would have done
without Serranno’s advice, Iios
spured no emotion. "I would have
died,"” the 34-year-old, who already
has an 1l-year-old son, said in
Spanish. “1 didn'L know enough
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educator visits Hispanic women, helping them through their preg-
nancles, oflering encouragement and advice,

‘Childbirth educators target Hispanic women

English to ask the doclor why the
lesl is done and the extent of Lhe
e

Although Thos was proparing Lo
have her baby delivered surgically,
Seranno was planning to introduce
her lo Lydin Zayas, a 30-year-old
moller [rom Ward Streel who was
nervous about labor belore she
gave birth 1o o son ATee weeks
carlier,

One of Comadrona’s missions is
ty give Hispanie women in Harl
ford the type of social suppinls —
ineluding: triendships — they may
hifive left behind in Puerto e,

But many of the program'’s
serviees are more practical. Aller
showing her movies aboul infanl
development and  childbirth and
talking to her about family plan-
ning, infant nutrition and parent-
Ing, Seranno took Zayus Lo o Llag
sale,’ where the molher-Lto-be
bought & crih

"1f you go inlo a person's house
and there's a gas leak or rats, the
person's mind is nol going to be on -
what you're there to tell them,"
sild Damdo, explaining thal many
women's everyday lives st he
put in order before they cun worry
aboul the techmicalities of prenatal
care,

Though the Comadrana program
was designed for llispanic women
in the primarily Puerto Itican Frog
Hollow and South Green neighbaor-
hoods, any pregnant woman frimn
thouse neighborhoods is eligible for
home visils, Damio said.

Similar maternal and infant
health programs operate in Harl-
ford's other Tow-incine pedgliliog
hosouds, hut Cormadeona bs desigoed
Lo mweel the special needs of 1hs-
panic women, Damio said,

Whether they arc recent immi-
grants or have lived in the area for

years, many llispanic women in
Hartford have never learnced Lo
grengl Waghih and e isoluled he-
canse they lack the skills to Hiod
Jubs, !

Many are so poor Lhal Lhey can't
alford bus or cab fare to prenatal
clinies ur baby sitlers Lo care for
older children while the unborn
twakwy be examinel

lieonomic problems are com-
pountded by cultural barriers that
oflen prevent recent o
from areiving promptly for
appuintinents or guestomng doc-
turs when they don't understaml .

“In Puerto” Rico, muny clines
don'l require appointiments, you
can just drop in," Damio sSaid, ex-
plaining how some Hhispanic worn-
en miss oul on regilar pre-niatal
care. "lHere, appointments are al
specilic Umes which s soinelimes
n b lienit ndjustiment for people to
L

Although no statisties are avall-
able to prove thal the comadronas
have contribuled to the birlhs of
healthier babies, nurses at Hart-
Tord Mospital's obstetrles  clinie |
preadsed the servies.

1 a0 patient hig started Jat thel
clinic and maybe she missed an
appointment or two and we can't
coplact her, they are so Lielpful”
said Claire lddy, nurse manager of
the hospital's elinie.

1ddy said comaddronas Serrano
aml Medina relnforee the instrae-
tions given Lo pregnant women by
elipic doctors and nurses.

Damio said the idea is simple
"People are isolated here, they
don'l have aceess Lo information,
services  or social  support net
wuorks,” she said, “Just the sense of
having someone you can depend on,
having somecone walk Lhem
through the system is not there.”




