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New therapy approach shows teens that “Life Is Precious” March, 2009
Growing up is never easy, but for young Latinas the passage from childhood to adolescence can be faced with so many obstacles and clouded by such darkness that, sometimes, they plunge into the abyss of self-destruction.
     Life is Precious, a new, non-clinical arts therapy approach in the Bronx has been paying close attention to their distress and the high teen suicide rate that afflicts the Latino community. One in six Latinas, age 11 to 16 will attempt to take their life, the highest percentage nationwide according to the Centers for Disease Control. New York and the Bronx in particular are more affected by the troublesome epidemic, partly because of high Latino demographics.
     Dr. Rosa Gil, an internationally recognized expert in adolescent mental health, introduced the pioneering program to give Latino families a place to bring their struggles, heal their daughters’ pain and take the sting out of getting help.

     “We (guide) Latina adolescents to express their feelings through the arts; music, poetry, painting, drama,” said Dr. Gil. “We provide them with a forum where it’s safe to talk, so they don’t feel judged and instead of internalizing the conflict and getting angry at themselves, or threatening to set fire in the apartment, they learn to channel it.”

     Life is Precious is located at 2064 Boston Road and completely free to participants. Part of Comunilife, a community based, non-profit/mental health and services provider also founded by Dr. Gil, the center is expected to move to its new and expanded facility at 4419 Third Avenue, Bronx, in March 2009.

     At the program, tutoring and peer mentoring play a paramount role. “Self-esteem is very important in the adolescent years,” said the doctor. “We want (these girls) to feel they’re achieving success in school, because it boosts (confidence).”

     Understanding the reasons why such difficulties plague Latino families more than other ethnic groups, however, remains the key to their solution.
     “I was never happy. I was just mean, screaming, always getting into fights and angry at everyone,” said Soundview resident Syeda Gomez, a 15 year-old program participant, one of thirty girls enrolled in Life Is Precious since it began last year. “I’m more mature now, I’m passing in school. I’m actually doing good.”

     Similar was the unhappiness described by Stephanie Edward, a 16 year-old from Parkchester. “I had a lot of problems, in school, at home. I wanted to kill myself, but this program has helped control that and talk to people about what’s going on.”

     “To take out my anger, I just draw to the limit, until I’m tired,” added Stephanie, who favors drawing and coloring among the many forms of art therapies available. 

     Mostly born to immigrant families after they settle in the States, or arrived at an early age, research shows that the phenomenon of Latina teen girls suicide doesn’t exist in the countries they come from, said Dr. Gil. Therefore, a prevailing theory among field experts identifies immigration as the catalyst of turmoil.

     “Something happens during the acculturation process (of Hispanic families) that affects their daughters,” said Dr. Gil, referring to the overwhelming linguistic and cultural challenges unmet by the parents, that make them cling even tighter to the mentality and culture of the country they left behind.

     Also the co-author of Maria Paradox, a book on women’s social role in Hispanic societies, the psychotherapist added that Latina girls are raised to demonstrate submissiveness, describing rigid, imported cultural stereotypes, inflexibly applied by the mothers who, in turn, bear the brunt of their daughter’s rebellion.

     In time, tensions erupt between the fully mainstreamed daughters, raised for the old country, and their families, who ultimately regard the new place as unwelcoming. Rejected at home for their dual cultural identity viewed as betrayal and misunderstood in school, where they don’t feel they fit in, young Latinas start acting out. They’re effectively caught between two worlds.
     “If they’re angry at their mother, they can be angry at the session!” said the visionary doctor, who likes mothers to participate in the rehabilitation process. 

     A school system unprepared to handle cultural differences, according to research carried out by Dr. Gil, adds fuel to the fire when parents are blamed for their girls’ distress, or their poor academic performance. Families feel humiliated, enraged by the daughters embarrassing conduct and become more punishing and rigidified in their positions.

     If not enough, surely additional stressors such as poverty, violence or mental illness can push conflict to the point of tragedy, which peeks around the fourteenth birthday. 

     “The (girls) tell me, “It’s a tunnel and I don’t see the light,” of “Look it’s a wall, I will never b able to go over it and be like the (other) girls.” They feel trapped,” reported the doctor.

     By providing a supportive, creative environment where Latina children are guided to channel their anguish and openly talk about their struggles, Life Is Precious accomplishes the foremost goal to re-establish balance in their tender lives.

     Encouraging parents to open up, incorporating new values in their cultural frame and getting closer to their girls’ world, while raising parental and community awareness of the symptoms leading to teen-age Latinas precipice, is the remaining outreach campaign done by the program .

     On Saturday, a dominos club for fathers and a Tertulia club for mothers foster the growth of support groups, whose aim is to stretch outside the center and initiate a grass root propagation of help and knowledge throughout the Bronx.

     Roxanna Henry, whose twelve year old daughter Rachel just enrolled in Life Is Precious, feels blessed to have been around the television set when NY1 ran a segment about the unique Bronx Program a few weeks ago.

     “It struck me because it was specific about Latina girls, and so young. From 11 years old on,” said Henry, who travels from Queens to take her daughter twice a week. “I didn’t know (Rachel) was having difficulties, she never acted out. Two days later I happened to see my daughter’s diary, she had left it open and what I read was very disturbing. She was thinking of hurting herself.”
     Rachel is already doing better, said Henry, “She’s more affectionate, which to me means she is in a better place. When she’s nervous or anxious, she stays to herself.”

     Withdrawal is in fact one of the signs, in pre-teen and early-teen years, that a girl might experience distress, confirmed Dr. Gil. Others are sleep disorders, eating disorders, (eating too much, or too little), moodiness and irritability. 

     Communication between mother and daughter, though, is possibly the most powerful antidote to the dilemmas of these Latina children.

     “Listen to these girls, do activities together. Mothers can be wonderful in identifying hidden talents. What does your girl like, what is she good at? Be kind, communicate with (her) starting at a young age, seven, eight, nine. That’s the big advice,” stressed Dr. Gil.

     For more on Life is Precious visit www.comunilife.org or call (718) 364-7700.

