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The Chicago Doula Project, which we described in the
April/May, 1998 issue of Zero to Three (Glink, 1998), is a
collaborative venture of the Chicago Health Connection,
the Ounce of Prevention Fund and three community-
based agencies to support pregnant and parenting
teens. The project employs a cadre of carefully selected
and trained paraprofessional women to serve as doulas
to provide prenatal, intrapartum and postpartum sup-
port to birthing teens. The doulas’ chief goal is to help
young mothers learn how to nurture, support and advo-
cate for their new babies. Part of the process that doulas
call “helping moms grow” is changing the teenager’s
perception of herself and her competencies as a mother.
It is on this aspect of the larger doula project that this
brief report will focus, as a way of contributing to the
discussion of “expectations” in this issue.

The Chicago Doula Project is now in the fourth and
final year of its pilot stage. Not long ago, doulas from
the three project sites met with project training and eval-
uation staff to list, describe, and categorize the doulas’
responsibilities and activities. The long list of what the
doulas do during the prenatal, intrapartum and post-
partum periods (see “What do the doulas do?” p. 43)
makes it clear that the doulas use a range of tech-
niques—from very practical exercises to more spiritual
support—to engage, educate and empower the young
mothers. It is also clear that the project’s success relies
on the doulas’ ability to develop strong and trusting
relationships with the mothers, who, in turn, learn how
to develop strong and trusting relationships with their
infants.

During the prenatal period, the doula focuses on
building her relationship with the mother while teach-
ing her about her changing body, preparing her for
labor and delivery, building her self-esteem and her
ability to advocate for herself and supporting her rela-
tionship with the baby growing inside of her. During the
intra-partum period, the doula provides continuous
emotional support for her client while assuring that she,
and the teen’s family, navigate the often complex and
unfriendly health system successfully. After the baby is
born, the doula focuses on promoting healthy interac-
tion or “joining” between mother and baby through

support for breastfeeding and parenting skills, encour-
aging bonding, and teaching about infant development.

The doulas participate in an extensive four month
training before beginning to provide services to the teen
mothers, and they attend ongoing monthly professional
development meetings where they continue to develop
their skills. In the initial training, and perhaps even
more in ongoing service trainings, the doulas focus on
teen mothers’ expectations for their babies and them-
selves.

The doulas learn how to use the Community Based
Family Administered Neonatal Activities (FANA): Mothers,
Fathers and Their Infants: Promoting Attachment and
Mutual Growth, developed for the Ounce of Prevention
Fund by Ida Cardone, Linda Gilkerson and Nick Wech-
sler (Cardone, Gilkerson and Wechsler, 1999). The
doulas use the Community Based FANA both prena-
tally and after the baby is born to help their clients
embrace their new role as mothers (see sidebar page 42).

Prenatal groups are another opportunity to empower
young mothers. One doula asks teens in her prenatal
groups to come up with three questions that they want
to ask their doctors about their developing baby. In the
following meeting, the teens share the answers that they
got from the doctors with the group. When introducing
this exercise, the doula explains to the girls that she
understands from her own experience how hard it must
be for them to “find their voice,” since they have proba-
bly often felt as if they have not been heard. She
explains that they need to start to find their voice in
order to advocate for themselves and for their baby. She
tells them that once they are mothers, they will be
responsible for shaping their own and their babies’ des-
tinies. Another doula takes side-view photos of the
pregnant teens each month in prenatal class and asks
them to either write or tell a story about what is hap-
pening to their baby at that time during their pregnancy
and their feelings about it. She also asks the young
expectant mothers to write about what they want for
their babies’ futures. The doula believes that this exer-
cise helps her clients understand that their fetus is a
developing person and helps them begin to bond to
their babies.
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