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Overcoming challenges


Romeo High School students and adults talked frankly about their personal problems as part of Challenge Day, held between 7:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m., Wednesday and Thursday, Jan. 11 and 12, in the high school media center. The event was sponsored by the Romeo Area Kiwanis Club and was intended to improve the relationships between students and adults. At right, Gina Cruz holds another student brought to tears in Romeo High School's media center. Above, from left, Felicia Cason and Cruz talk about how the event impacted their lives. For complete story, clink on link at right.
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Students 'challenged' to see world differently

by SHAUN BYRON
Observer Staff Writer

      Gina Cruz stood in Romeo High School's media center, holding a fellow classmate who was in tears.
       Through her own watery eyes, she remarked how two days of a school-sponsored event had changed her life.
       But she can never say just what in particular had such a strong impact on her, or why a friend was in need of a hug.
       "It's a complete change of mind," she said, wiping her eyes. "All the feelings you experience ... it was an eye-opener."
       For two days, Romeo High School students and adults talked frankly about their personal problems as part of Challenge Day.
       The select group of students, teachers and members of the Romeo Area Kiwanis Club gathered together, between 7:30 a.m. and 2:30 p.m., Wednesday and Thursday, Jan. 11 and 12, in the high school's media center.
       In all, about 100 students and 20 adults would go through the program together.
       Once they were gathered, the participants shared personal problems with each other.
       Principal Gavin Johnson said the idea is to show teens that everyone has problems, including adults.
       "This has been the second hardest time serving as principal," said Johnson, admitting that the stabbing of a then 16-year-old student two years ago was the most difficult moment he has spent as the high school's top administrator.
       The assault on that student in late Sept. in 2004, as well as other incidents, resulted in the program being brought to Romeo Schools.
       The Romeo Area Kiwanis Club helped fund the project by donating $3,000. The local organization has been involved in school safety fundraising since early last year, when it was first released to the public the district was seeking financial help to keep a liaison officer.
       The donated funds helped pay for representatives from the nonprofit agency to facilitate Challenge Day.
       According to the organization's official Web site, the program was developed in 1987 to reduce drug, alcohol and tobacco use among teens, student absenteeism, teasing and violence in middle and high schools. 
       The participants are provided "with the tools to tear down the walls of separation and inspires them to live, study and work in an encouraging environment of acceptance, love and respect," the site says.
       The day begins with games and activities, which "create connections between the participants, and provide an overview of the purpose of the program."
       Part of the morning is also spent discussing expressing healthy emotions and the negative effects of "stuffing feelings down."
       In the afternoon, participants discuss "social oppression and examine the impact it has on their lives and the lives of people around them." 
       The end result should have the participants opposed to hurting others through their own actions and making up for the past hurts they have inflicted.
       By the closing of Thursday's session, students poured out of the media center, which had colored paper taped over the windows and doors blocking anyone from witnessing the events. 
       Girls walked out smiling and laughing despite having reddened eyes from crying. Teenage boys joked, hugged and high-fived one another. 
       "That was so amazing," remarked one student.
       "It was cool," said another.
       While some students volunteered to be in the program, others were selected by school counselors and administrators.
       Johnson said at least 10 students have approached him, saying it was the best day of school they have ever had.
       "I've been searching for a way to create a better culture here at the high school," he said. "And this program has exceeded what I thought it could do."
       Mike Seefried and Julie Jurek were the two student leaders assigned to help put together the event.
       Both had gone through Challenge Day previously and said it helped them understand others.
       "It's totally moving," Seefried said. "It will change your outlook on other people."
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