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The scene is a mainstay of the start of the school year: fearful children cling to their Mom or Dad, doing everything in their power to avoid going to their classroom.

When LZ, a television producer who recently moved her family to Stephenville, witnessed the familiar scene last fall, she couldn’t help but empathize with the students who mainly spoke Spanish. 

“I thought, ‘How does that feel to be lost’” and unable to understand or be understood, she said.

“Emotionally, I thought that was a little traumatic,” she said.

On that morning, the D.L. Youth Program at Central Elementary, which teaches English to pre-schoolers and their caregivers, was born.

With the financial backing of business associate David Larson, an executive vice president at Cargill, Incorporated and a member of the University of Minnesota’s Board of Regents, LZ approached Dr. Jill Burk, Dean of the College of Education at Tarleton State University (TSU) about creating a program to teach pre-schoolers English.

After a memorable opening line - “You don’t know me, but you and I are going to make a difference,” LZ recalled - committees were formed and the program was on its way.

“(Burk) took (the idea) and ran with it,” LZ said.

The free pilot program, which began Jan. 23 and concludes its initial run in May, held a formal ribbon cutting within one of the two portable buildings it occupies on the Central Elementary campus Tuesday morning. Larson was on hand, as were members of the administration of TSU, the Stephenville Independent School District and the Stephenville Chamber of Commerce.

In his remarks before the reception, Larson said LZ had told him about the large number of Hispanic students held back in the early elementary grades because of their lack of English skills.

He suspected the problem had national implications, and offered to “help jumpstart” a program created by LZ in conjunction with TSU.

Larson said he had been involved in charitable programs targeting disadvantaged and rural youth in that past, and that such programs would be a focus of his following his retirement.

“I am passionate about helping young people have a better chance to succeed,” Larson said.

He added that of the projected 100 million person population increase, 60 million would be Hispanic. The program developed here could have national implications, he said.

“I think we have an opportunity here to change things not only for (Hispanics), but for our society,” Larson said. “Hopefully we’re going to have a great success.”

If the pilot program can be proven a success, Larson said, he would “lead a crusade to take this nationwide.”

Misty Ash, a junior education major at TSU, is the director of children’s activities for the program. She drafts lesson plans, and along with a rotating group of fellow students, teaches three and four-year-olds from 8-10:30 a.m. every Monday and Tuesday.

“What I really like about it is I get to see progress in the children,” Ash said.

Susan Butcher, the program director, said she was amazed at how quickly the plans were realized. LZ contacted the university in November, she said, and in late January the program was underway.

“Without all this cooperation, it wouldn’t have happened this fast,” Butcher said.

Butcher coordinates the adult classes, which are held right next door to the pre-schoolers and just across from a day care service staffed by TSU students and volunteers.

“I think the key for the adults is offering babysitting,” she said.

Burk said the program teaches kids how “to do school” in addition to learning English, helping to familiarize them with basic tasks a language barrier would render nearly impossible.

She also noted the reciprocal nature of the working relationship between TSU and the school district.

“It’s what a partnership ought to be,” Burk said.

Dr. Ann Calahan, department head at TSU and president of the SISD Board of Trustees, agreed.

“This is truly a program in which everyone comes out a winner,” she said. 

	

	


