








ONE STUDENT'S REFLECTIONS

By Sky Stickney

As | walked into the plain, carpeted room at Cheme-
keta Community College on Wednesday, May 9, 2007,
I had no idea what | was about to experience. After a
highly publicized dispute between Roosevelt, Churchill,
and North Eugene high schools at the Oregon state
basketball tournament just two months prior, | now
gathered with 35 other students representing—if not
defending—their school’s involvement in the incident.

As a devoted Churchill student, | had taken my
place in the stands for each game of the tournament. Amidst all of
the usual banter between each school’s student section—the stan-
dard by which we typically measure “school spirit"—it was later
alleged that Churchill and North Eugene fans had directed racist
comments at the Roosevelt fans. The media took these allegations
and ran with them.

Suddenly, Churchill and North Eugene high schools were por-
trayed across the state as racist schools representative of a white,
racist community. Meanwhile, Roosevelt High School was por-
trayed as the victim—an economically struggling, predominantly
black, inner-city school on the receiving end of racist taunts in an
emotionally charged, threatening environment. After hearing sec-
ondhand about the accusations Roosevelt High School was making
about my school, the last thing | wanted to do was sit down with
them to talk about it.

The moment | walked into the conference room in Salem to meet
with the Roosevelt students, | could feel the tension. The cultural
differences and mutual misunderstanding that had fueled the initial
incident were still very much apparent. My own skepticism seemed
to be confirmed as well. | felt out of place and on the defensive—a
white kid on trial without representation. Amazing things can
happen, however, when we get out of our comfort zones.

As the morning progressed, the student representatives from
each school agreed to lay everything on the table. Opening up
the lines of communication, we quickly discovered that beyond
the color of our skin, our economic backgrounds, or the com-
munities we lived in, we had many similarities. My perception of
what Roosevelt students felt about me and my school was entirely
inaccurate. Their perceptions about how | (and my fellow Eugene
students) viewed them were equally inaccurate. Lack of commu-
nication, it seems, is at the heart of most problems, and that was
exactly what had occurred.

BRIDGING BARRIERS

Our discussions had just begun, however. We
cleared the initial hurdles, addressing areas where we
could have reacted differently and discussing how our
actions can send a message that is completely oppo-
site of the one we are intending. The bigger issue,
however, was that most of the people who had come
to participate in this discussion were not the initiators
or even participants in the original controversy. The
students who perhaps needed to hear what was being
said, and needed to vent their opinions, were, in fact,
not participating in this forum. We took this as our

call to action. The 35 students in the room accepted the challenge
of bringing this very important message of change back to our
schools and communities.

It has been my privilege to partner with others to bring change
to my peer group and to the community. What was labeled as a
racial issue proved to be much more complicated than that simple
assessment. Thankfully, those deeper issues were addressed and
explored so that change could begin. This gathering of students
was not simply an attempt at mending our schools’ reputations,
but an effort to own our personal views and to represent ourselves
and our schools in a true form, not conforming to stereotypes or
assumptions.

We are all shaped, to some extent, by our upbringing. How can
we be expected to understand one another when much of what
we've heard has been skewed by the larger society? Growing up
in a predominantly white community | would be wrong to assume
that | understand the perspective of someone who has grown up
in an environment very different from my own. It is not until we
come into contact with one another, sometimes through contro-
versy, that true understanding and change can begin. And the key
to that understanding is communication.

For the students who participated in this forum, and the hun-
dreds they represented, it all began with one step: the willingness
to walk into that conference room, sit down face-to-face, and talk.
Whether it's about three high schools thrown into controversy at
a state basketball tournament or an entirely different venue, the
need for effective communication—no matter how uncomfort-
able or risky—is vital to our progress toward becoming stronger,
healthier communities.

Sky Stickney was last year’s student body president at Churchill
High School. He is currently a freshman at Northwest Nazarene
University, majoring in journalism.

* Create a curriculum and train teach-
ers “in all the things we [students]
think they need to hear to best equip
them for real discussions in their
classroom about race”

Underlying all the goals is the belief
that—as Thor put it—"“this isn’t just
a thing between North and Roosevelt
and Churchill. This is between all of us,
and if we don’t continue this conversa-
tion we're bound to repeat ourselves.”
The students also recognize that the

kids who most needed to be involved
weren’t necessarily the ones in the room
during those two days in May. “We
need to pass it on,” Holly points out.
“Not only to people who volunteer for
these groups, but to people who need
to hear it, who need to understand dif-
ferent cultures, because a lot of people
have been raised in a certain society and
always thought this way and we need to
get them to think another way.”

While the students were coming up
with their action plan, the OSAA began
addressing the recommendations set
out by Judge Deits in her investigation.
According to OSAA Director Tom
Welter, staff members were directed
to study and implement six of Deits’s
recommendations that dealt with logis-
tical issues like placement of security
officers at the playoffs, how buses of
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awareness—the specific numbers, how to identify a gang mem-
ber, and the various signs that students might be involved.”

MOVING AHEAD

The irony, of course, is that all of these school-based supports
and educational programs did nothing to prevent the Cassie
Jo Stoddart murder. Adamcik and Draper showed no signs
of at-risk behavior. Neither, apparently, used drugs regularly
or was involved in gang activity. Neither had failing grades,
nor seems to have been the victim of regular bullying or
harassment. Neither divulged anything troubling to a Natural
Helper. Until making the videotape in the days leading up to
the murder, neither had shown an obvious obsession with vio-
lence or weapons, at least not at school. A Web site developed
by Draper did gain some attention after the murder, especially
for its mention of Columbine victims, atheism, anarchy, and
horror movies, but it would be a stretch to say it foreshadowed
such an act of violence. Nothing suggested that school staff
should look for a Web site or examine either Adamcik’s or
Draper’s MySpace pages for troubling statements. At least at
school, there were simply no red flags.

A year later, Pocatello High is attempting to move on. A
memorial vigil was held at the spirit rock on the anniversary
of the murder, and the school has taken several steps as a
result of the incident. “It’s been hard,” says Stoker. “We’ve
got some extra security in our schools, and certainly there’s a
heightened awareness among the adults in the building that
we need to be watching for anything, any signs of trouble.”

Rauker and others at both the district and state level have
approved funding and offered support. “They wanted to
enter into a dialogue with the kids about how this happened,
why it happened, and what it meant for their school to be
safe,” says Rauker, “and we’ve done everything we could to
accommodate that. We're typically very open to schools con-
ducting programs that fit their individual needs anyway, and
this was a very special case.”

One result has been a new grant to start what Stoker calls
a “virtues program.” The outcome of much soul search-
ing in the school and community, the virtues program will
encourage positive attributes in students through a yearlong,
multidimensional approach that is similar to the character
education programs being implemented across the country.
“We’ve got several staft members and a lot of our kids work-
ing on it,” says Stoker. “We’re going to involve the commu-
nity and try to get a really good, positive thing going so that
we can maybe change the mind-set around here a little bit.”

For staft and students at Pocatello High, and many others in
the community, Cassie Jo Stoddart’s murder has been a turning
point unlike any other in recent memory—the kind of tragedy
that has the power to change how a school and an entire town
views itself. With time and eftort, Pocatello High will heal. The
town will continue to grow—at whatever pace—as the secret
of its many positives gets out. Students will graduate and move
toward the future with high hopes, big dreams, and some
trepidation. And no one will forget Cassie Jo. m
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opposing teams are loaded, and how fans are directed to

enter and exit University of Oregon’s McArthur Court.

Three other substantive issues were turned over to a specially

appointed board committee on conduct, made up of superin-

tendents and principals from around the state:

* Should OSAA set minimum standards of conduct that
are applied consistently across all the leagues in the state?
(For example, turning your back when your opponent is
introduced is a common and accepted practice in Eugene,
but not in other leagues.)

* Should OSAA strengthen its policy concerning discrimi-
nation and publicize it more broadly to everyone who'’s
affected by the policy?

* Is OSAA providing sufficient information, education, and
training on its existing standards of conduct and on diver-
sity issues to member schools?

The committee will make its recommendations to the full
board in December. But, Welter notes, “We’re an association of
292 schools. Our responsibility is to make our schools aware
of the issues but it will be their individual responsibility to deal
with it as their school or district deems appropriate.”

Lessons learned
Back at the three schools, students are forging ahead, trying
to keep the conversation about race and culture alive. Their
level of commitment and depth of feeling have impressed
and inspired the adults who serve in support roles, even as
they recognize the barriers that might stand in the way. “I
admire these students so much for having the courage to
bring this out on the table and keep it on the table,” says
Miho Hosaka, a North Eugene teacher and member of the
response team. “All of my life, I've never seen adults do that.
They just ignore it and think that by turning their heads the
other way it will disappear. These kids are having these cou-
rageous conversations, and modeling what the whole world
needs to see, and we all need to participate in that.”

Roosevelt’s Peterson agrees that “what this is about is the
greater educational opportunity that our society does or does
not provide to our children based on race or class. That’s the
real conversation we have to have in this country, at the state
level, and also in each classroom.”

In having those conversations, the students have already
learned a rare and meaningful lesson. In Tyra’s words, “We
have the power to make a difference.” m
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