This summer, teens volunteer on vacation

Program prepares underprivileged high schoolers for higher education

By EDWARD L. KENNEY • The News Journal • June 25, 2009 
Sixxteen-year-old Keyera Fontaine picked up cigarette butts and other debris along Market Street in Wilmington on Wednesday, part of a trash patrol of about 40 underprivileged high school students who want to graduate from college one day and don't mind doing whatever it takes to get there -- even picking up trash.

"I like keeping the streets clean," said Fontaine, a rising junior at William Penn High School in the Colonial School District. "It's a good project to do, and it teaches you responsibility. Community service is so important. I didn't know how important it is -- and it looks good on your college application."

The students, part of the federally funded Upward Bound program that gives young adults like them support on the often difficult path of preparing for and earning a college degree, were themselves giving some support to the Downtown Visions Cleaning Division, which routinely picks up litter and power-washes city sidewalks and gutters, removing 187 tons of trash last year from the 80-block downtown section it maintains.

"We're doing community service every Wednesday during our summer program," said Angi McCloskey, program manager at Upward Bound, which approached Downtown Visions about helping out. "This is our first one we are doing."

Based at Delaware Technical & Community College at Fourth and Orange streets near Delaware Visions, the program also has arranged for its students to perform community service in past years at the nearby Salvation Army and other city sites.

"We wanted to try to reach out to areas that are in our community," McCloskey said. "Our goal is to have all of our students go to college and graduate from college. And to do that, you have to focus on the whole student, not just academics.

"One of the things we're trying to teach them is in order to make a difference in themselves, they have to make a difference in the community," she said.

Paul Degnars, director of the cleaning division, did not mind the help.

"Anything you see, pick 'er on up," he instructed the students, as they piled out of the back of a cargo truck. "And if you could get into the tree grates, that would be perfect."

Julia Han, who owns the Sports Connection store at 709 Market St., also appreciated the students fanning out with their work gloves and plastic bags to help with the cleanup.

"Consistently, Downtown Visions does a good job, but I think the more people who are involved just helps us," she said of the business owners. "The presentation of Market Street, if it's better, there's definitely going to be more pedestrian traffic."

To Upward Bound students such as 17-year-old Michael Lambert, the cleanup is a way to plug into the "green" movement that seeks to create a cleaner environment.

"I think it's good because you're helping to clean the community and make the Earth better -- and I like helping people," said Lambert, who will be a senior this fall at Concord High School in the Brandywine School District.

He also likes what Upward Bound is doing for him.

"I think it's great because it helps you get prepared for your next school year," Lambert said. "They have tutoring if you need help with any subject and you're falling behind. Every Friday we go on a college tour, and it helps us figure out what college we want to go to."

Upward Bound, started in 1965 to help low-income and first-generation students whose parents did not go to college earn their college degrees, is cleaning up in the success department when it comes to keeping students from falling between the cracks.

In the past 14 years of the program in New Castle County, McCloskey said, 86 percent of participants who made it through the program have graduated from college within six years of high school graduation.

"If they didn't get this kind of help," she said, "the chances are they would have more difficulty getting past the obstacles they would face getting through college, and they might drop out."
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Students from Upward Bound load onto a truck as they volunteer their time Wednesday to help beautify 

downtown Wilmington. The summer program includes a different community service project each week.
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Concord high sophomore Shameal Emory (from left), William Penn junior Keyera Fontaine

and Concord senior Michael Lambert pick up trash along Market Street.

[image: image3.jpg]



Rasheeda Smith, Concord High School senior, rides around in the truck with about 40 other Upward Bound students Wednesday while they picked up litter around Wilmington. (2 of 2)
Julia Han, who owns the Sports Connection store at 709 Market St., also appreciated the students fanning out with their work gloves and plastic bags to help with the cleanup.
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