
Breaking a barrier 
 
BY KELSEY THALHOFER 
The RegisterGuard 
PUBLISHED: 12:00 A.M., DEC 17, 2013 
  
  
Editor’s note: This story is one in a series about agencies and individuals who benefit from funding 
from United Way of Lane County, which is in the midst of its annual fundraising campaign. 

SPRINGFIELD — This time a year ago, communicating with those around her in Eugene was not 
only difficult for Maria Ramirez — it was frightening. 

“It was hard because we had to find help (translating), especially in school with the children,” she 
said in her native language, Spanish, motioning to her 8-year-old son, Mario Peña, and 11/2-year-old 
daughter, Ashley Ramirez. 

But after she and her children completed two sets of classes from Downtown Languages — a 
nonprofit organization that works with Spanish-speaking families to help improve English language 
skills — Ramirez, originally from Guanajuato, Mexico, said “things have changed.” 

Now, when she’s out in areas where English predominates, “I’m not afraid anymore to ask 
questions.” 

Ramirez, her partner Efraín Gutierrez and her children were among about 20 families who 
celebrated their graduation from Downtown Languages’ beginning English program in Springfield 
earlier this month at a fiesta that included a potluck, skits performed in English by children and 
adults, and the presentation of diplomas. 

During the 10-week program, Ramirez and Gutierrez received instruction on basic English in an 
adult classroom two nights a week, while her children received basic introductions to English, along 
with homework help, in their respective classrooms. 

Parents and children would come together during a portion of the class to collaborate on an activity. 



For Ramirez, that was always a highlight. 

“It’s good to have a space where both the teachers and the parents can help the kids,” she said. 

Such services help prepare children for kindergarten and keep them afloat in English-speaking 
schools, program director Paulina Romo Villaseñor said. 

That’s one of the reasons why United Way has partnered with Downtown Languages, providing the 
group with a three-year, $13,000 annual grant to fund its child care and pre-K classrooms. 

The program allows parents — who might not otherwise be able to afford child care — to build their 
English skills, while children as young as Ashley learn basic Spanish and English vocabulary from 
trained instructors. 

“If they know their letters and numbers and colors in Spanish, then the transition (into 
kindergarten) is very quick,” Romo Villaseñor said. “Whereas, if they don’t know any of that in 
Spanish, then they start lagging behind from the beginning.” 

The program also teaches parents how to become more involved in their children’s education, which 
can often be one of the most overwhelming aspects of a language barrier. 

“Parents say they really want to be able to help their kids in school, but all the homework is in 
English,” Romo Villaseñor said. At Downtown Languages, parents learn about how to follow up on 
their children’s performance in school by talking with teachers and navigating the online grading 
system. 

By completing the 10-week program, she said, parents “should be able to have a high enough level of 
fluency to get by, to be understood.” 

Even a small amount of basic English can help parents make great strides for their family, Romo 
Villaseñor said. 

They can ask questions at the grocery store. They can talk with their child’s doctor. They can find a 



better job. 

“As an adult, you’re a little self-conscious” about not knowing English, Romo Villaseñor said. Many 
have completed only a few years of school in Spanish and can’t read or write in their native 
language. 

“There are a lot of emotional as well as real barriers,” she said. “It takes so long to acquire study 
skills and to acquire literacy.” 

The program was started in 2007 and has since partnered with Lane Education Service District’s 
Migrant Education Program, which seeks to help children of migrant families graduate successfully 
and within four years. 

Migrant Education Program coordinator Marcia Koenig said that in both programs, educating 
parents is the key to long-term success for kids. 

“Our idea is that parents are the first and most important teachers to their kids, so we have to not 
only increase their skills, but show them ways to teach their children,” she said. 

At Downtown Languages, she said, both generations thrive from simultaneous language training. 

“Seeing their parents learn at the same time as they are is really inspiring and motivating for (kids),” 
Koenig said. “They feel good going to school as a family.” 

DOWNTOWN LANGUAGES 

Where: 221 B St., Springfield 

Phone: 541-686-8483 

More information: www.downtownlanguages.org 

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.downtownlanguages.org%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNEhLVLH35qX6VdEBpHR2ba2iu5uLA

