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my neighbors, “I’m here 
to help. I’m here to do 
something with your 
story, to help make your 
story different, whatever 
that looks like for you.” 

“We’ve also done a 
breastfeeding peer coun-
seling class,” Nikita adds. 
“There are five of us that 
are breastfeeding peer 
counselors now. Now 
with my neighbors I’m 
like, ‘I won’t tell you that 
you can’t bottle feed, but 
if you let me show you 
the differences, I promise 
you you’ll breast feed.’”

Another positive out-
come of the training is the 
bonds that have formed. 
“We support each other. 
People that didn’t know 
each other before have 
become friends, because 
we’ve shared that class-
room space and now 
you’re sharing this experience of going 
through the training. You grow friends 
and family from it.”

Neighborhood-based doulas are a 
critical link in the resource grid. “What 
you have to realize is that with these 
communities, there are resources out-
side, but if there’s nobody inside to 
tell you where and what they are, then 
a lot of people have no clue that they 
even exist.” Of our group of doulas-

Last fall, a group of six women, 
all residents of either Pisgah View 
Apartments (PVA) or Hillcrest 
Apartments, began the process to 
become certified as doulas. A doula 
is a trained professional who pro-
vides support to a mother before, 
during, and shortly after childbirth 
to help her achieve a healthy and 
positive birth experience. 

Some of the things a doula may do 
are:
•	 Check	in	with	you	after	your	medical	

appointment to see how things went 
•	 Answer	your	call	when	you	are	wor-

ried about something
•	 Troubleshoot	with	you	on	ways	you	

can get more comfortable sleep at the 
end of pregnancy.

•	 Talk	to	you	on	the	phone	when	you	
start feeling contractions to help you 
figure out if this is labor

•	 Suggest	different	ideas	throughout	
your labor to help you get more com-
fortable
Nikita Smart took the lead in bring-

ing together women in her commu-
nity to become trained as doulas after 
Homegrown Babies came to PVA to 
talk about ways to improve childbirth. 
She explored what it meant to be a 

doula and returned to Homegrown 
Babies to start the training process. 
She saw it as a strategy to address 
infant mortality rates for African 
Americans. 

In	Buncombe	County,	African	
American babies die at three times 
the rate of white babies. “I realized 
that a doula can help you when 
you’re missing something, to kind 
of give you that extra ‘Hey you can 
do this, I’m here to help, we can 
do this natural and safe and every-
body’s gonna be ok.’”

Other leaders at the cen-
ter	of	this	effort	of	the	BCBSBF	
Community	Centered	Home	Health	
‘Mother	to	Mother’	Team	are	Cindy	
Smart,	Wakina	Norris,	Chelsea	
Norris, and Opelou Mustakem.

The doula training began with 
a baby class, followed by three-

day intensive training in the 
PVA	Community	Center.	
“Everything since then has 
been hands on in the delivery 
room,” Nikita says. “We have 
to attend three births from 
beginning until end before we 
can become certified and one of 
them	has	to	be	a	C-section.”	

The certification process 
also includes a final paper 
about what they have learned. 
Members of the group are cur-
rently working with expect-
ant	mothers	from	the	YWCA	
MotherLove Program and 
MAHEC.	Before	long	they	will	
be assisting their neighbors and 
others in the community.

Having doulas that are 
a part of the community is 
important. “I know the sto-
ries, because they’re my com-
munity,” Nikita states. I tell 
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Mother  
to Mother 

in-training Nikita says, “I want 
people in the community to know 
that we’re here, that we are a 
resource. We’re here and we’re 
here to stay and to help.” 

A new initiative is 
tipping the scales in a 
positive direction for 
babies in Buncombe 
County. 

Pictured L-R: Melissa Baker, Nikita 
Smart, Cindy Smart, Wakina Norris, 

Chelsea Norris, Melissa Harris, 
Opelou Mustakem, Chama Woydak.

A doula is a trained professional who 
provides support to a mother before, during, 

and shortly after childbirth.

“I tell my neighbors, 
‘I’m here to help.’”

~ Nikita Smart
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A baby’s brain, heart and other 
major organs form in the first month of 
pregnancy, before many women know 
they are pregnant. To improve chances 
of having a healthy baby, it is impor-
tant for women and men to be healthy 
before they become pregnant. 

Whether you are a man or a woman, 
if you are between 15-44 years of age, 
we encourage you to think about your 
reproductive life plan: your personal 
goals about having (or not having) 
children. Your plan should be based on 
your personal values and what steps 
you will take to achieve those goals.

How Do I Create My 
Reproductive Life Plan? 

Ask yourself:
•	 Do	I	want	children	(or	more	chil-

dren) someday?

•	 If	I	don’t	or	I’m	not	sure,	what	
am I going to do to make sure I 
don’t get pregnant now?

•	 If	I	do	want	children,	how	many	
would I like to have and when do 
I want to have them?

Then ask yourself: 
•	 Where	do	I	see	myself	in	the	

next 5 years?
•	 How	much	education	do	I	want?
•	 What	kind	of	job	would	I	like	to	

have?
•	 Do	I	want	to	be	in	a	committed	

relationship?
•	 Life	changes,	so	your	repro-

ductive life plans may change. 
Revisit your plan yearly to make 
sure it still reflects your goals.

•	 No	children	for	me	right	now,	please!
OK, so there are things other than 

a baby that you’d rather focus on right 
now. If you are having sex or thinking 
about having sex, talk to your health 
care provider about a birth control 
method	that’s	right	for	you.	Check	out	
Bedsider.org to compare your options. 

If you don’t want to get pregnant 
for a couple of years, “get it and forget 
it” methods, like intrauterine devices 
(IUDs)	and	the	contraceptive	implant,	
are great options. They are highly effec-
tive at preventing pregnancy and work 
without you having to remember to do 
anything.
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Family Planning 

Whatever your choice, the 
most important thing is that you 
are comfortable with your birth 
control method and that it fits 
your lifestyle. The Buncombe 
County	HHS	Family	Planning	
Clinic	offers	a	variety	of	birth	
control on a sliding fee scale. We 
would love to talk with you about 
your options and help you meet 
your	reproductive	goals!

Dr. Jennifer Mullendore is the Buncombe 
County Medical Director. The Buncombe 

County Family Planning Clinic can be 
reached at (828) 250-5000. 

Having a plan can help make babies healthier. What’s your plan? 

To prevent birth defects, take 
400 micrograms (mcg) of folic 
acid every day starting at least 
three months before you plan 
to get pregnant. 

If you have diabetes, epilepsy 
or a history of a child with a 
neural tube defect, you will 
need to take more folic acid.

Don’t drink alcohol, 
smoke, or use drugs. 

Get all your recommended 
immunizations.

Wait 18-23 months between 
pregnancies to reduce the risk 
of preterm birth and low birth 
weight babies.

Eat healthy and move more. 
Obesity increases the risk 
of complications during 
pregnancy. 

Protect yourself from 
sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs) and 
infertility by limiting how 
many people you have sex 
with, using condoms, and 
getting tested. 

Talk to your doctor about 
how to control chronic 
medical issues, like 
diabetes and high blood 
pressure, and to ensure 
that your medications will 
not harm a pregnancy. 

Depression and domestic 
violence can have a negative 
impact on your pregnancy. 
C3 356 and the Family 
Justice Center are wonderful 
resources in our community 
that can help.

I’m ready to have a healthy baby!
The health of a person before she is pregnant  

impacts the health of her baby. 

Talk to your  
health care 

provider about 
a birth control 
method that’s 
right for you.


