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Challenge Day leader Justin Trahant listens while students raise their hands in a symbol showing their love and support as sophomore Ann Land shares her story.

(Observer photo by Chris Gray)
Challenge Day gives students
a look at dangers of judgment

by CHRIS GRAY
Observer Staff Writer

      Students shared tears and acceptance at Romeo High School as they confronted their problems on Challenge Day.
       On both Monday and Tuesday, Nov. 20 and 21, Justin Trahant and Berenice Meza of the Challenge Day program came in to help students realize they aren't alone when dealing with judgment, alienation, and hurt feelings. They spoke to more than 70 students in the library.
       "We come in and create a safe space for them," Trahant said. "People who have never done something like this are usually nervous about the emotions they'll have or show, or to face the reality of their problems, so we lead by example."
       Both Trahant and Meza take the first half hour from each of the two days to share their own personal stories of struggle with the students, letting them know it is okay to have problems. They promote how it is better to accept people for who they are rather than judge them on appearance or status.
       "Some of you got emotional scars, some of you have scars on your arms. But none of you are broke," Trahant said to students, using the analogy of a shattered statue that has been glued together to represent individuality. "You've got some cracks, but you're like a one-of-a-kind statue, and there is no other statue like you. So what if all of the things we have had to go through were to make us one-of-a-kind?"
       The program, which is featured in 48 states as well as parts of Canada, was recently featured on the Oprah Winfrey Show, where the founders showed the basics of the program.
       During the day, Trahant and Meza would take turns speaking with the students, and would have them participate in all sorts of barrier-breaking activities.
       The most revealing activity is one they call the "Power Shuffle." A tape line was put on the floor, and all the students were set on one side, instructed not to stand next to friends. One at a time, each speaker would give a problem or issue, such as if a student was ever picked on for their looks, and if the student had the given issue, they would step over the line. Many were surprised at what they saw, and discovered about themselves.
       Ann Land, a sophomore, was among the number of students who participated, and was surprised at what was shown.
       "Being up there and crossing the line was hard," Land said. "You see people you think have the best life, and they're crossing the line, showing that we're all the same, that we all have problems."
       She said she even discovered a few things about her own friends.
       "I learned stuff about good friends that I didn't know before," she said. "I didn't expect to cry, but I didn't realize so many people were the same." 
       After the Power Shuffle, students were broken into groups, led by parents and peer mediators from the school, and they all talked in length about the issues brought up during the shuffle. Sniffles and hugs filled the library as students dissolved emotional barriers and confronted their personal conflicts.
       Dave Robertson, a faculty member and coordinator of the event, was amongst the students as they confided with one another.
       "The kids always have a story to tell," Robertson said. "It gives them a sense of freedom to let them tell it, and they know they have to get out there and feel and help each other."
       Also helping was Melissa Adamo, the special services teacher at the school.
       "It's very intense, but I liked how it increased acceptance, and students need that," Adamo said. "My group used it for the betterment of themselves, and I was very impressed, because they had some scary things to say."
       After the group sessions, each speaker would give students a chance to speak, giving them the microphone to either challenge the other students to be better, or to share their own feelings about what was revealed. Land was among the students who stood and spoke.
       "I'm usually scared to talk in front of people, it's not my thing, but I wanted to go up there and tell my story and be an influence," she said. "I've changed since I was younger from the path I chose, so I wanted to get up and say I know how it feels, that the hurting and judging needs to stop."
       Students would raise their hands toward the student speaking, showing their love and support for them as they spoke.
       "It was a really great feeling knowing they were there for me," Land said. "That people who don't even know me know how it feels."
       She added that she was proud of her friends who came, a lot of whom spoke as well.
       This was the second year the program came to Romeo High School, which was first brought to the school's attention by the Kiwanis Club. Gavin Johnson, principal of the school and a Kiwanis member, was there for the first year of the program.
       "The Kiwanis came to see me about the program, offering to pay for it," Johnson said. "It's one of the most impactful and important things I've ever done as a teacher or principal."
       Chuck Brennecke, also a member of the Kiwanis, volunteered as a helper for the program this year.
       "It's a neat thing, and we had a desire to get the program going here," Brennecke said. "You can see the results...it had a huge effect."
       At the end of the program, Trahant and Meza encouraged the students to use the things they learned and experienced and take it into their school as well as their family.
       "Are you all going to be the kings and queens you are, or are you going to walk through your life acting like somebody who forgot they were a king or queen," Trahant said. "If we don't do anything with this day, what does it count, what does it mean?"
       Tears were shed and many, many hugs were given amongst the smiling students, showing a profound difference from the beginning of the day when they felt awkward. With talk of the program coming back, they expressed interest in participating once more.
       "I would definitely do it again," Land said. "I think the whole school should do it."
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