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DREAM mentors lend helplng hand to kids
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MIDDLEBURY — Call them the -

DREAM team.
That’s whatthekids ofMiddlebury’s
Pine Meadows Apartments ' call

them, at least. Meet Melissa Hirsch-

~ and Emma Moros, two Middlebury
- College students who, along with a
small squadron of classmates, make

a weekly trek to Pine Meadows with -

the DREAM (Directing through
Recreation, . Education, - Adventure

and Mentoring) program, a Vermont- .
based mentoring program that set up-

its outpost in Middlebury last winter.

There, working with-kids in their
own neighborhoods, DREAM men- -

tors in Middlebury — like their com-
patriots around the state — are trying

to make a difference in the lives of
 possible in the conﬁnes ‘of the class-\ ;
Toom. '

“T think that gettmg to know the *
- families of the kids who DREAM
S mentors work with-— I think that’s a-*
3 b1g deal,” she said. “Workmg .

underprivileged children.

“T really watt to be workmg with -
? said H1rsch “For .me, it’s all’

kids,’
about gettlng respect” for kids and
showing them that they have value.”

cal housing comnmmty Two of those :
mentors, after graduating,: decided to.-
give the program a shot on a largerf.

scale.

gram, has recruited volunteers_from

nine colleges and operates mentoring:

programs in 11 housing developments

around the state. (Eight of those nine

colleges — Dartmouth being the ex-
ception — are located in Vermont.)
- The program in Middlebury started

up last winter, and has been slowly -

DREAM got 1ts start at Dartmouth :

-Now DREAM, anAmenCorps pro- :

Since its inception, DREAM — un-
like most other mentoring programs,
which focus.on schools — goes di-
rectly to the communities where
children live. The “distressed neigh-

borhoods,” said DREAM Executive

Director Mlke Loner, were an obvious
choice for their attention, because it’s
these neighborhoods that most often

have a high concentration of poverty,

high concentrations of families led by
a single head of household and lower
education rates.

“For us it just became a real no-

brainer,” Loner said.

Working with kids in- their own .
communities like this, Hirsch argued,.
offers opportunities for making a dif-

ference .in kids’ lives that isn’t always

ey
their farmhes ‘and get to know therr.‘

families.” 4.

Because parents pet to know -
DREAM mentots — most of whom -

are in their communities on a weekly
basis — they trust the program, Loner

. 'said; That lays the foundation for some -
* of the more ambitious programs that -
DREAM mentors provide, sometimes

" taking children on trips as far as Boston ~
“or'} New York City.

“Once DREAM becomes really

established in the neighborhood, it be- *

commumity,” Loner said.

Take, for instance, the reactron of
parent John Potter in Winooski’s Elm -
Street neighborhood, where University-
of Vermont stidents have been volun-
teering since 2002.

“If DREAM mentors came here on
Super Bowl Sunday and told me they
needed my TV, I’d give it to them,”
Potter told DREAM orgamzers _

Loner said that the program’s goal i is
simply to help kids lead ﬁllﬁllmg adult
lives. The terms of that success is left
up to them.

“We just want to see the cluldren

transition well into adulthood and be_

successful,” Loner said. Sometimes

‘that means headmg off to college —
‘and in Winooski program this year, the -
five DREAM kids who gradated from
. high school this yeat all headed off to

college. But Loner said the program

- also suppoerts other choices, like join-
'mg the military or gettmg Vocat10na1

%come ‘away with a broadened: world:
-view, the experience of initeracting with
- people from different backgrounds a

sense of self- rehance, and
““We’re just building this ever-ex-

pandmg network of individuals who '
-are actually concerned about how this

child will turn out,” Loner said.

In Middlebury, the DREAM pro-
gram is still small — but the six or
eight- students who volunteer do so

-~ with devotion. Studénts show up ev-
- ery week for their Friday afternoon
‘play date with DREAM partrc1pants

fort that much more worthwhile, said be a big job. It grew from
mne-page plan to more the
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Moros.

“They’re really excited to see us,”
she said. “That’s probably one of the
. most rewarding things about doing
DREAM.

Moros, who came to the college
from Barre, Vi, spent the summer

. working as an intern for DREAM, and

now along with Hirsch leads the group
as a “co-chair.”

At Pine Meadows, she said, she and
the other DREAM mentors are working
primarily with a group of 7- to 12-year-
old kids. At their weekly Friday after-

‘noon get-togethers, students and men-.
tors do- everything from apple picking

to arts and crafts projects.

“We kind of create a safe space ...
but we still also have fun,” said Moros.
“You can establish such a cool connec-
tion with these kids.”

Loner predicted that the Middlebury

. program, though small at the moment,
. »could %well-grow to -include 30 or 40*

mentors ver the course of the“next

wfew‘years R =

It’s hard work, sard lesch and

Moros, and recruiting students from

the Pine Meadows neighborhood has
been slow going. But for now, Hirsch
and Moros and students like them are
grateful for the chance to get to enter
the lives of local children — and: to
share bits of their lives as well.

“If - you wunderstand their back-
grounds and you get to now them as

full peaple, then I think they are more ]
likely to learn about you as well,” °

Hirsch said.
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