
“There is a Lot to Learn About Lowell”:  Family Lit eracy Center Project, July 2009 
 

 
 
Rhonda Galpern, NEQM’s Outreach Program Manager, Pat Murphy Painchaud, FLC’s Coordinator, and Fatima DeSousa, FLC’s summer 
school Elementary teacher, organized the project with teacher Lisa Ryder, and volunteers, Jean Holmes and Joana Roddy. 
 
Using curriculum guidelines for the Even Start Summer Program, students learning English as their second language were given the 
opportunity and encouragement to improve their literacy and verbal skills.  Twenty-one students ranging in age from six to twelve read  
Sweet Clara and the Freedom Quilt by Deborah Hopkinson.  In the story, a young slave girl asks other slaves who travel beyond the  
plantation about the landscape and landmarks.  She stitches a quilt with a secret map pattern that would guide her and others to freedom.   
 
Teachers and students visited the Pollard Memorial Library and borrowed books to read and share in class.  They had other weekly field  
trips within the city and to neighboring towns.  Museum staff also shared books including: 
 

· Lowell Wonders by Chris Augusta Scott and Shirley Everett  
· If You Lived 100 Years Ago by Ann McGovern 
· The Bobbin Girl by Emily Arnold McCully 
· The World in a City Block by Natalie Hall 
· The Peace Book by Todd Parr 
· Just Open A Book by P. K. Hallinan 

 
Museum staff used an Inquiry-Based teaching model with the students to determine their favorite things about their heritage, 
neighborhoods and living in Lowell.  Students offered information about their surroundings and favorite activities. The students drew 
pictures of their neighborhood as a guide to design their quilt squares.  Based on their responses and drawings, the appropriate fabrics 
were presented to them to participate in the hands-on activity.  Students assembled their individual quilt squares, organized them to 
form “neighborhoods” and helped to machine sew them together during class.  The “roads” were added to separate the pairs of squares 
and create their vision of the neighborhoods within the city.    Students also embellished the neighborhoods with people, cars, school 
buses, trains and trolleys, and street signs.  
 
Museum staff and community quilting volunteers designed the center panel featuring the maps of the world, Massachusetts and Lowell 
as well as the streetscapes of Lowell during the nineteenth century.  Library volunteer Missy Thomson created the open books with the 
“Top Ten” things the students learned about Lowell, and printed the flags of the countries to represent the city’s diverse immigrant 
communities.  The project illustrates how Clara’s quilt was designed to find her way to a new home, while the students’ quilt was 
designed to welcome families to their new home in Lowell.   
 
The museum received numerous donations of fabrics to support the program from museum members and its volunteers.  The quilt was 
machine quilted by Dianne Judd, Snip ‘N Stitch Quilt Shoppe, Dracut, MA.   

 

 

This program was supported in part by a grant from the Lowell 
Cultural Council, a local agency which is supported by the 
Massachusetts Cultural Council, a state agency.  
 


