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Hey Gqranopa,

Only fourteen days left until | graduate,  can't wait. Life has been golng pretty fast
here and 'wm on my last day of school. (passed both of my college classes, I'm pretty
sure anyway. Howme break was pretty cool, thank, you for taking me to lunch and
getting me some community sevvice. | feel tervible about not seeing grandma, t was
going to go over Friday afternoon but | got pretty sick and 1 spent most of the day
sleeping. 1 hope 1 get to see her on graduation. will be planning the big party for

JMG next Saturday, it's the biggest party of the year and ( cannot wait. 1t cannot
believe this program is almost over, [ have grown used to it and | do not know how Life
will be out of here any wore. 'm glad | am going to graduate but | know | will miss
this place and a Lot of the cadre and cadets. 1 hope life is going well for You, | hope to
hear from you soon, Let me know if Chiristmas Eve dinner is at Your house.

Love,
Rand Y

Wow...Class 17?2 That is crazy. (was just up late, thinking about my life and how
it’s so different thew it was 5 years ago. [ was a partier doing everything wrong a 16
year old could do wrong. And l mean everything. tam now married to a great man,
going to college and working as a receptionist for a veterinary clinie in Tacoma, WA.
Unever dreamed my Life could be this good. (can honestly say it's because t made the
choice to go to, and stay in Challenge. It was so hard at times but what ( gained there
is unexplatnable. t am confident and can tackle this world using the tools | learned
there. [ wiss my platoon and sergeants so much. © MYCP saved my Life.

cadet F., class 1=

Hey Youth Challenge,

what's golng on | never hear anything about anyone in Class 9. But just an update
on e 'm in the army. [ joined up in 2006. I've been in Fort Bliss, TX since then.
Um getting wmarried tn a couple of weeks to a great guy ( met down here. 'm also in
college right now doing online courses to get my degree. | want to be a CPA. | Rnow
the only reasown | am where L awm now though is because of MYCP and [ thank everyone
there for that. Thanks challenge and | hope to hear some updates on class 09.

cadet K.)., Class 9




C.M. called this A.M. to report on his successes. Casey completed his GED and was
trained tn carpentry at Kicking Horse Job Corps. During his training he spent some
time in New Orleans doing some building for the hurricane vietims. Presently he is
inBlg Fork employed as a carpenter and has a girifriend expecting a baby in
September. Casey is pleased with his success and wanted to convey his appreciation to
the Challenge staff.

J-M., Challenge staff

M.B. (Class 7) called to get the number for OPL. He is currently a pilot doing crop
spraying and local jobs. He was seeking to contact OPI for his GED information
because he is enrolling in college at ldaho State University. His goal is to become a
commercial atrline pilot, so keep Your eyes out for a blond pilot with the last name of
B. when you travel. He is also engaged to be marvied, but doesn't have a date set yet.
He shared that his older brother, “Willy” is almost done with college, and is getting
his bachelor's degree in Administrative Sclence. Willy (s getting married on May 1
of this year! For those of You who don't Rinow, WillYy is our cadet that we discovered a
bratn tumor tn whew he was here. Both young men sound Like their doing awesome,
and he said they thrive because of our program.

J-M., Challenge staff
Your program accomplished even more than we expected. Because of it, Justin was able
to finish school and is prepared to enter the wmilitary tn March. Justin is currently
employed full-time.
class 15 Mewntor
tnever thought [ would wake it to college. | never thought that t would be anything

more than a high school dropout. Now ( am sitting here in my dorm, and | would Like
to thank all the Cr's that helped wee to get where [ am now. Thank You everyone.

T.A., Class 15




t graduated from Class 13, oh class thirteen. [wmiss everyone so much. | never
realized how messed up my Life was before Challenge to the fullest impact, until |
graduated. Goo knows where | would e if ( wouldn't have entered those doors on the
Helena Military Base. twas so scaved to do it...but ( did it. (n Challenge t learned
teamwork that | will never forget, self discipling that ( never dreamed possible, respect
for authority and wmyself, and wmost of all t gained a confidence that | never thought |
could. tam happily marvied to an amazing husband that twet after moving in with
my mentor after graduation. | don't ever desire the Life | had before Challenge which is
an unexplainable freedom. (say to all who are going to Challenge or who are
curvently going...be strong. The physical demands are tough and the mental
demands intense. But the day t walked with my black robe and cap and shined boots
was a day my life changed. And because of Challenge...l was ready for it. | LOVE
YOU CLASS THIRTEEN AND CHALLENGE CADRE.

cadet F., class 1=

This ts former caoet O. of Class 16. | never thought whew | was unoler the cave of
MYCP that  would be writing an e-mail to you. Wow. [ just wanted to say thank
You for giving me the chance of making my Life better in every aspect. Before |
enrolled, 1 was heavy into multiple drugs. [ haven't touched a single one since 1 have
beew back into the general population. [ also wanted to say thanks for not throwing
by sorry butt out when | kept getting into trouble. | wanted to let You know that one
year and three days after ( started wmy first day in Helena, [ moved to Boise, (D. Here
Louild freeways for $26 an hour. The overtime is incredible. The confloence that was
built in myself during my stay at MYCP was also incredible. [ kept in close contact
with most of the cadets of Class 16. Sowme are my best friends even to the day.

J).0., Class 16

 just wanted to touch base with my story since  graduated back in July 2000. My
name is T.P. and | owe MYCP everything | have achieved in my Life up to today. uUpon
my graduation, | went divectly into the US Navy. | served four years and was able to
see the entive world. 1 completed an Assoctate degree in Technology and [ am
finishing a Bachelor's degree in Political Science. | have currently relocated to Texas
and am living a wonderful life. | have used the skills and determination that MYCP
taught me to become an Account Executive at a national bank. | am now very proud
of my adventures and suceess, and | thank God every day for MYCP and the
wonderful staff that assisted me throughout my training program in dDillon, MT. |
could not even begin to magine where | would be now if 1 had wot attended MYCP that
year of 2000. 1 just wanted to extend my gratitude to you program and prove that
anything you want in Life can be accomplished.

T.P, Class 2




After graduation (June 2005), cadet F. went to Pullman, WA and Lived there with
some family members. During this time, he was able to receive his GED and decided
to continue his education. He then moved to Missoula, MT where he attended a truck
driving school for ten weeks. Puring that time, he received his CbL License ano haod
many job offers. He decided to move back to Fort Belknap and went to work for the
tribe as a utility driver. He works 40 hors a week, makes over $12 per hour and is
still living with his mother but doing extremely well. He still has aspirations of
Joining the wmilitary and is continuing to work on improving his ASVA® score. He
wants to join the marines, but so far has not gotten a high enough ASVA® score. He
does qualify for the army, but he still has his sights set on the marines. His mother
expressed her deep gratituoe for what we do here and how we positively influenced her
son's life. She said that her son has so much wmore discipline and is extremely
responsible and she believes that all of this is because of Challenge. She feels that the
Challenge experience was very positive on his Life and in helping him achieve so much
more thawn he ever thought he could accomplish. n closing, she said that he keeps his
yearbook, out on thelr Living roov coffee table and he looks through it at least twice a
week. He misses Challenge and the staff who work here.

T.P., Challenge Staff




Dear Director Rouse,

In 2004 my life was headed in a downward spiral; skipping school, drinking,
smoking and lying to the ones I loved the most. It was my junior year of high school and
I thought that I made the rules. One day in December, I was given an ultimatum by my
mother and father; grandma’s house in Iilinois or the Montana Youth Challenge Program.
There was really no question, I worked out things with my high school and started filling
outvthe paperwork. I was accepted and was dropped off at Fort Harrison on January 20,
2005. I was not your average Cadet, and not finishing the program was not an option.
MYCP gave me the push to know that I could make it through anything. I believe in this
program 110%. It changed my life and gave me what I needed to set goals and get my
life back on track.

After graduating from The Montana Youth Challenge Program, I was enrolled
back in Capital High School to finish my senior year with my classmates. During my
senior year, my mentor and I worked closely to find the next step toward a long term
goal. After a few months, I decided that I would apply to the University of Montana -
Western. I was accepted and a new chapter in my life was opened. I am a Business major
and I plan to complete my BA in December of 2009 and “walk” in the spring of 2010.

In return for all that Youth Challenge has done for me, I am now back and playing
a different role on the “other side”. I am a part time Cadre instructor; I want to be able to
help Montana’s youth in the same way it has helped me. This program has given me so
much and I just want to give back where I can. Thank you for your time and the

opportunity to complete this program; I’ve come out on top.

Sincerely,

Jessica Worsech
Helena, MT




The reason I came to the Montana National Guard Youth
ChalleNGe Program was I wanted to go into the military but due to
being home schooled the recruiters of all the armed forces said my
chances of being able to enlist was low. So they recommended that
I apply to the ChalleNGe program which is exactly what I did.

Upon approval of my application I was notified that T would be a
class 008 candidate the start of 2003.

With the help and guided ants for five and a half months they
taught me the value of leadership/followership, physical fitness
and many more.

The leadership/followership was very important to me for what I
thought was to be my future; little did I know that everything that I
learned was going to be put to the test over the next four years and
beyond.

After graduating I returned home to work for two months after
that I went to enlist in the military but was sent home due to being
three pounds over weight. I took it as a minor set back and kicked
up my P.T.{physical training }and while I work on my weight I
started my own business which lasted for about a half year when I
became very ill for a year and a half.

Late in the year of 2004 I received a call saying that my
grandmother was ill and I should come see her. When I arrived my
two uncles and mother asked me if I would be willing to move in
with my grandmother to be her caregiver on a 24/7 timeline; I -
agreed to due it. I was with her for ten and a half months until she
passed on. Then with in the next year I buried 6 family member
and two friends and on top of that I had to deal with my dad’s bad
health. For me I was laying on the ground and not sure if I could
g0 on at this rate anymore; then I stared to fall back on my training
I received at ChalleNGe.

The ChalleNGe program taught me that when I thought that T was
through and couldn’t go on to pick myself up by the boot straps
and carry on for tomorrow was a new day.

After being a graduate of the program for four years I realized a
new chapter was starting in my life and it was going to involve




youth which is funny as my dad had worked with at risk youth
before.

What better way to do that then to work for the program that
helped me. If it helps one youth as much as it helped me it’s worth
1t.

Now that I'm back with the Montana Youth ChalleNGe
Program as a Cadre Instructor I know we have made a difference
for the youth of now and generations to come; for it’s not my
future that matters but those to come: others before self.

Class 008 Graduate
' p

Elizabeth P. Maxey




January 23, 09
To whom it may concern,
I am a graduate from the second class of the Youth
Challenge Program. I am writing this letter to show my appreciation for
all that the Youth Challenge Program has done to help me improve my
life. Before the Program I was an angry teen with no future and nothing
to care about. I was smoking, drinking, and experimenting with weed.
Thanks to Youth Challenge I gained the confidence and the knowledge
that I could do anything I wanted to, so long as I put in the effort.
Because of that knowledge and the encouragement of the Youth
Challenge instructors I went on to a four year stint in the Navy. In my
four years in the military I saw parts of the world I would only have been
able to dream of. I thank the Youth Challenge for giving me that
opportunity. I will not say that the Youth Challenge cured me of making
mistakes. I have made plenty since graduating. But, if it weren'’t for the
Program I would have had no future worth mentioning at all. I am now a
Sophomore at Western Montana University. I am an aspiring writer,
working on a Bachelor’s Degree in Writing and Literature. I am generally
an A/B student. I would likely be racking up a fair amount of debt in
school loans if it weren't for the four generous Youth Challenge
Scholarships I have received. If I can be of further assistance, please call
me at (406) 988- 0119.
Sincerely,
Christine Longacre
Class 02, MYCP




SUCCESS STORY OF TAZ FLYNN

January 23, 2009

Taz J. Flynn.... A True Success Story

Our son graduated from the Montana Youth Challenge program in June 2006. I would
like to personally testify to the unlimited opportunities which our son has had since
attending the Montana Youth Challenge program. Taz has completed his GED while in
the program and upon his return has completed his High School requirements to graduate
along with his class. Taz is currently enrolled in the U of M and is now attending
college. The foundation our son received through this program is irreplaceable. Prior to
completing the Montana Youth Challenge Program our son was a lost individual who felt
as if there was no future for him. Through an awesome staff Taz’s prospective on life has
changed, he became someone who had a place in this world. It did not come easy for our
son he had to really work hard through a lot of blood sweat and tears.

Our story of our son is well known in our community as a true success story, I have
parents of troubled youth constantly contacting and asking me about the Montana Youth
Challenge Program.

I would highly recommend the Montana Youth Challenge program to any struggling
youth and to the Parents of any struggling youth. The Staff is highly qualified,
professional, and they truly care about the Youth in Montana and make it their mission to
help as many kids as they can succeed.

Sincerely;

Mike & Brooke Flynn




Chelsea Corbin

I always thought I wanted to go to college and I had always planned on going, but as the
years went by in high school I felt I would never get there. I had no self-confidence and no drive
to accomplish anything both in and out of school. I felt that I was going to be stuck in a little
town with no future leeching off of my parents for the rest of my life. I needed a change and it
needed to happen fast, so I signed up for the Montana National Guard Youth Challenge Program.

After graduating from MYCP I had trust in myself that I had never had before. I knew I
could do anything that I wanted to when I put my mind to it. This program has given me
opportunities that I never would have been able to have otherwise. I received a scholarship that I
have put towards my first year of college and I now have the skills to do homework, turn
assignments in when they are due, and get to class on time every day. I now have the confidence
to succeed at whatever I want to do, whether it involves a job, school or dealing with my friends
and family.

Even when things aren’t going so well for me, I still believe in myself. I don’t believe I
am less than anyone else and I keep on going no matter what. I can also handle other people
much better now. I am not as reserved as I used to be. I couldn’t even walk into a bank and talk
to someone without being nervous. Now I can speak in front of people with my head held high
and not be worried about what they think of me.

Without the Youth Challenge program, I would be lost. I would be the girl with no self-

confidence who isn’t going anywhere in life. It has given me a future, and for that I will always

be grateful.




Debra R. Pearce
January 23, 2009

ATTN: Michelle Nelon

When ] attended the Montana Youth Challenge Program 1 thought that was the end of the
road for me, but then that soon twmed around for me. Tf I would1't have went to Challenge T
would have just gotten worse and started getting in more troublc and probably would have
started experimenting with other forms of eating disorders and even drug use. This form of
activities would have prevented me from becoming the person [ am today if it weren’t for Youth
Challenge.

The statt at Challenge showed me to manage my life; alco they showed me what was
good and bad and how to make real life choices. They prepared e for the job world. They
taught me how to make my own resume for the work force and t aught me how to score a job
with great interview techniques. They helped me achieve my GED, and made me finally realize
what [ was actually capable of doing. Not only were they therc for supervision, they were also
there for moral support as well. T am glad the CT's were there to Jelp me cope with being away
from my family.

I'am now a PFC in the ARMY NATIONAL GUARD. I're already completed basic and
AIT, graduating in the top of my class, I plan on making a carect in the Army. I now am
currently a student at The University of Montana-Helena College of Technology. I am enrolled
in the Diesel Technologies program. Since I've Been home from basic and AIT I've been able to
move out of my parent’s house and even purchase my own vehic e,

['m glad my parents made the choice for me to attend Youth Challenge. ITT hadn’t of
gone my world would have fallen apart in front of me. | believe t1at The Montana Youth
Challenge program is what turned my world around, and without it T can guarantee T wouldn’t be
making the wisc decisions that I am making today. Ihope that Yiuth Challenge will still be
around fifty years from now because I know that if this program stays around, that there will be
many more positive suceess storics to come,

Sincerely,

Debra R. Pearce




Hi. My name is Zareena. I hear that this paper that  am writing is going to be read to the legislature on Monday,
January 26. I am writing this paper to let everyone know of what I learned from the Montana Youth Challenge program and
how it has changed my life since being there. I also want to take the time to thank you for putting this program together and
for having great teachers, cadre, and other staff for making this program a success.

The Montana Youth Challenge Program changed my life in many ways. Being at MYCP, I learned that people just
can’t do things their own way. They need help in many ways and others, peers and elders, who will support them. Also, the
cadre kept the students in order and made them see that they can do things that they thought they never could do. The
Montana Youth Challenge Program gave me a second chance to get better grades and gave everyone else a second chance to
g0 on the right path and live a better life.

Since graduating from MYCP, I have been taking an online class to catch up on classes I failed in high school and I
registered to take the ACT on February 7. T have been more responsible at home; doing community service work at the
Florence Crittenton Home and volunteer at my previous elementary school. I also go everyday to Curves to workout and try .
and loose weight and have taken my drivers learning permit. Most important, I learned how to stick up for myself if someone
wants to put me down.

I 'am happy that [ went to MYCP, because I didn’t just learn that obtaining good grades is all that matters in life. What
matters is that you have support from your loved ones, friends, peers, elders, and that you believe in yourself that you can do
anything that you put your mind to.

T appreciate that all the legislative members are reading this or hearing someone read this and I just want to say,
“Thank you for chahging my life. I know that I will be successful and I know that I have the support from all the people who

helped me change.” My last words are from a saying that [ made up while being at the Challenge program. “Don’t lose sight

of your dreams or the people who care. If you do, you will lose sight of your path to success and a better life.” Thank you.




Hello,

‘ My name is Jalyssa Johnson. I recently graduated from the Montana National
Guard Youth Challenge Program on December, 20 2008. It is so hard to describe in
words, how much this program has changed my life for the better.

Before MYCP my life was headed to nowhere. I was not a good student at all, T
am sure none of the teachers enjoyed having me in their class. I attempted to play
basketball, but at every game I would get upset and end up tripping the opposite team’s
players. I never finished a game because I would foul out. At home, life was no better
than school life. Actually, home life was the worst of them all. I would constantly lie and
yell at my mom. Not a night would go by that wouldn’t involve some sort of fighting.

On the day of July, 22 2008 I walked into the arena at the University of Montana-
Western thinking that I would go to the program and just simply, casually walk through
the program and graduate at the end. But as soon as we stepped on that bus, it all hit me;
for the first time in my life I would actually have to work to achieve what I wanted. That
was the toughest thing for me, all my life I have been the girl who just starts a sport and
excels at it immediately.

The day of graduation was amazing, not only because I graduated, but also
because, I had for the first time, worked for something that I had actually wanted. When I
arrived back at school many people tried bringing me down. But I didn’t let them because
I would remember that I had worked for it. Teachers would come up to me in the halls
and tell me “Jalyssa, you look so much better”, or “Jalyssa, there is just a glow to you
now”. Hearing that was awesome, I could then walk down the halls with more
confidence. ’

I am now actually a good student, something I thought I would never have been

able to see myself as. Now the teachers actually like having me in their classes. I can
contribute all this success to the Montana National Guard Youth Challenge Program.

Thank You,

Jalyssa Johnson




Daily Inter Lake .

Tough program turns teen's life around

Published: Saturday, December 20, 2008 946 AM CST
By KRISTI ALBERTSON/Dain Inter Lake
Today, Mathew Swartz is the pride of Marion.

After five grueling months in the Montana Youth
ChalleNGe, Swartz will graduate from the
program today. His time there has transformed
the 16-year-old from a shy, unsocial,
constantly-in-trouble teen to a confident cadet.

While never exactly a "bad" kid, Swartz wasn't
on a good path six months ago. He was
smoking, hanging out with the wrong crowd and
frequently in trouble with his parents.

- Mathew Swartz will graduate today from the Montana Youth
ChalleNGe program, which he credits with changing his life. "I
wasn't exactly on the straight and narrow. 1 decided T needed to
change," he said. The program, sponsored by the National Guard ;

Most of the problems with his parents stemmed  and the State of Montana, provides at-risk youth a structured,

from Swartz's tendency to hole up in his room disciplined environment in which they can work on GED and

and avoid doing the schoolwork his mother and college classes and learn how to be productive citizens.

home-school teacher, Deidra, assigned him.

"He just kind of stayed in his room and didn't do a whole lot," Swartz's father, John, said. "He was on the
computer a lot, on the Internet, playing a game, for hours at a time."

Swartz didn't like to be around people, and the friends he had were anything but a positive influence, he
said.

"I wasn't exactly on the straight and narrow. | decided | needed to change," he said. "l was not exactly doing
anything productive with my life."

He can't remember how he found out about the Montana Youth ChalleNGe Program in Dillon, but he
thought it seemed like a good option, maybe his only option. The program, sponsored by the National Guard
and the state of Montana, provides at-risk youth a structured, disciplined environment in which they can
work on GED and college classes and learn how to be productive citizens.

Swartz already had tried simply avoiding the friends who negatively influenced his life, but that hadn't
worked. He considered getting back into public school, but slacking off in home-school classes had put him
about a year behind his grade level. The Youth ChalleNGe program seemed the best way to get his life on
track.

John and Deidra Swartz weren't so sure, however. They dreaded the long months they wouldn't see their

son and worried how he would do in the disciplined environment. Eventually, however, they gave him their
consent.




"l had to try hard to convince my parents to let me go," Swartz said.
"And right at the end, you tried to back out,” his father reminded him.
Swartz laughed and nodded. ,Aeul realized how long | was going to be gone. I just got cold feet."

He didn't back out, however, and on July 22, he left for Dillon. His parents were allowed a brief goodbye;
then Swartz was on his own.

His first two weeks in Dillon were spent in the "prechallenge” portion of the program, when would-be cadets
were evaluated to see if they made good Youth ChalleNGe candidates and were introduced to the program.

"It was 10 days of no talking," Swartz said.

It was also 10 days of wondering who the other youths in the program were and whether he had made a
huge mistake.

"l don't know what I'm doing here," Swartz remembers thinking at that time. "Why did | really come to this
place? Am | going to make it?"

After making it through the prechallenge, he started the intense program. His days were packed with school
military drills and workouts.

The classes went better than Swartz expected. When he first arrived, he wasn't sure he'd earn his GED
before graduation. But Swartz was one of the first cadets to pass the test, which allowed him to enroll in two
college-level courses. He graduates today with four college credits.

He also took a leadership position, one of the program's graduation requirements. Swartz's first leadership
role was as platoon leader.

He had to march his platoon of 30 teens and put them through drills in confined spaces. It was a nerve-

wracking experience for the kid used to spending his days hiding in his room to find himself the center of
attention.

But he did better than he'd expected, which led him to apply to become company commander. The role is
similar to that of platoon leader, Swartz explained, except the company commander is in charge of twice as
many people. He was chosen from about 12 applicants for the job.

"As company commander, | make sure everyone is taken care of," Swartz said. "If someone has a med
appointment and can't make it to chow, the commander makes sure the cadet gets a meal."

He has to know where everyone in the company is and make sure they're all doing their jobs. If one of them
isn't, Swartz takes the fall.

"When someone else messes up, you get in trouble," he said. "But it's fun. Before, | didn't really get to know
people. It keeps you on your toes, having to keep track of everyone."

It's a very new experience for Swartz.

"I used to not be a people person. | would hide," he said. "Now | get up in front of people. That's very much
different.”

Other people see the change, too. Swartz returned to the Flathead Valley for a break during the week of




Thanksgiving, and the adults at Valley Community Church were amazed at the confident young man who
attended on Sunday.

It was the first time they had seen Swartz since he'd left for the program, said David Goyer, who attends the
church.

"You could see the pride in their eyes," he said. "Now that's cool."

Goyer wasn't entirely unprepared for the change he saw in Swartz. Before Swartz left for the challenge, he

had asked Goyer to be his mentor. Cadets are required to meet with their mentors four times a month for
one year after graduation.

"I get to be his parole officer,” Goyer joked.
"I make sure there's no slipping. It's good to have that support. | wish I'd had it when | was a teenager.”

Swartz plans to return to the Flathead after today's commencement ceremony. He will work at Cardinal
Hardware and take classes at Flathead Valley Community College. In a few years, he may join the U.S.
Navy; he'd like to be a field medic.

Having the confidence to pursue those dreams is perhaps the biggest change the program wrought in
Swartz.

"l did not have very much self-esteem," he said.

That's very different now, John Swartz said, pointing to his son's straight posture and the way he looks
people in the eye.

"He's realizing his potential now. He's excelling in everything he's doing," John Swartz said. "He didn't see
his worth. The program has really brought that out in him."

Reporter Kristi Albertson may be reached at 758-4438 or by e-mail at kal-bertson@dailyinteriake.com

Copyright © 2008 - Northwest Montana Daily Inter Lake




ww .mm: Anderson, editor
When 2008 opened, Nicky
Mann was headed nowhere fast.
into drinking and drugs, the failing
high school sophemore had liuke
respect for herself and others,

Now, as the vear draws © a
close, she has made a 180 degree
twrn. She has her GED, scored
well on college entrance exams,
and is taking college courses.

Even her physical appear-
ance shows her new pride. She
has lost 27 pounds, won a na-
tional physical fitness award,
and cleaned up her act in terms
of personal hygiene.

Best of all, the sixteen-year-
olds face beams, she meets ques-
tioners eye to eye and she ex-
presses confidence that her future
is going to be far different from
herpast.

“My world revolved around
getting high every day..It just
seems like the stupidest thing
I've ever done in my life,” says
Mann,

" She credits her time with the
Montana Youth ChalleNGe Pro-
gram for the changes.

Although she is still close with

“My world revolved
around getting high every
day...It just seems like the

stupidest thing I've ever
done in my life."”
Nicky Mann, who will graduure

Jrom the Montana Youth
Challenge Program Dec, 20

some of the Jefferson High staff
who tried to help her and shared
the joy of her newfound success
with some of them when home in

Boulder for Thanksgiving, Mann :

says she was sinking at public
school. “There are kids thar just
don’t fit that mold,” she says.

In contrast, the siaff at the
MYCP in Dillon were part of her
life 24-7. No matter what time of
day or day of the week, she could
and did turn to them for support.
“They’re protective of us. They
encourage us,” she says.

That encouragement will con-
tinue as Mann crosses the stage
December 20 to accept her mili-
tary school diploma from MYCP
~and after. A mentor in the com-
munity of Boulder will serve as

See MANN, p. 5

Nicky tu.a? Ernuww m:o was g in Sa wrong direction before she <o~c=~»n.< _o_uon
the Montana Youth Challenge Program, where she met mentor Vanessa Brown. Brown will

be u:.&:n Mann n_.acn: zam next year. (Photo by Jan >=ao_,wo£







ram of the Montana Army National Guard

By AI.AHA I.ISTIIE
,’IR Staff Writer

Jerika Griffin’s life changed -
fter the death of her sister
handi in 200S.

She dropped out of a school
nd was headed for trouble.

“School wasn’t doing anything .

or me,” she said. “T didn’t get
long with the kids and wasn’t
10tivated.”

Griffin says things began to
piral from there.

She returned to high school
his past fall to give it another
0, but she says it just didn’t
sork for her.

“I grew up a lot (with the
eath of her sister) and didn’t fit
1,” Griffin said.

Griffin, of Helena, 16, lost her
ister Shandi, who was 18-years-
1d at the time and the mother
f an infant.

Shandi suffered a gunshot to
he head and died from her
1juries surrounded by her fam-
y and friends in hér home
hree days later after the inci-
ent.

It is time for change in Grif-
in’s life as she recently gradu-
ted from candidate status to
adet status with the Montana
"outh Challenge Program.

Griffin said she was visiting
er grandmother in Great Fails

)nemd' two—mnle pmnﬁ stand at attentlon at FMH&mmdunng a recem‘ ou’cs;d& ’L‘rammg session of the Moﬁf&na*

Jllll Ebelt /R Staff Photographer

Members of the female platoon give Sgt. Perry Fosse their full atten-

tion.

when she heard a radio advertis-
ing about the program. She got
online and visited the prdgram’s
Web site, printed out the appli- -
cation and handed it to her
mother.

“We sent it in and her I am,”
she said with a smile during a
recent interview.

Griffin stands tall and
appears proud of her accom-
plishments since joining the vol-
unteer program for teens
between the ages of 15 angd 19.

“It has been really good for

me,” she said. “I like it here. I’d
rather be here than at home.
Here, I know I can’t get away
with things.”

The MYCP aims to reach stu-
dents who would otherwise fall
through the cracks of traditional
education. The 22-week residen-
tial program at the University of
Montana -Western in Dillon is.

Jon Ebalt /R Staff Photographer
Sgt. Martin Osbourne holids
court during marching drills for the
current class of the Montana
Youth Challenge.

Jon Eholt /R smﬂ,:h otogrdpher
Yo allenge pro-

finding a new direction

followed by a year-long mentor-

‘ _ing program sponsored by the

National Guard and the State of
Montana.

This is the 15th class since
the program was.launched in
1999 graduating 1,045 cadets.
The first two weeks are known
as the pre-challenge phase and
are held at Fort Harrison.

The program is not for those .
who have committed felonies or :
tested positive for street drug
use. .

It is free to parents and stu-
dent who attend as it is funded
through federal and state dol-
lars.

MYCP’s core components

More CHALLENGE, page 8A
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include academic excel-
lence, life coping skills, job
skills, heath and hygiene,
responsible citizenship, ser-
vice to the community, lead-
ership and followership as
well as physical fitness.
This full spectrum of
learning gives students the
life skills they need to
become productive in soci-

ety, as well as academia like '

math, science, social stud-
ies, literature, arts, and
writing.

Josh Rouns, 24, of Lewis-
town, graduated from the
program in 2000 and recent-
ly went back to talk with
candidates about hanging in
there when things get hard.

Rouns dropped out of
high school, started drink-
ing which landed him in
trouble and in front of a
judge who told him about
MYCP.

“It has given me the
world,” Rouns said. “If it
wasn’t for this program I'd
still be in Lewistown and
wouldn’t be driving a nice

pick-up or have the experi- ‘

ences I've had.”

After graduating Rounds
joined the Army National
Guard and returned from
serving in Iraq a year ago.
‘He is now attending the Uni-

College of Technology
studying to be a diesel
mechanic. v

Rouns now financially
donates to the program
because he believes it is “the
greatest program ever.”

MYCP Director Reid
Lund says the whole key is
the program is voluntary,
and those in it are welcome
to leave at any point,

' Jan Ebelt R St
Former Montana Youth Challenge graduate Josl
stopped in recently to offer words of advice for the
class,

The first coupi
are the hardest a
coming off from
others suffer fro
seriously home si

Those in the pt
aren’t allowed to
or have caffeinat
ages.

“They startar
said. “So it’s reall
for them. These ¢
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Troubled Billings teen completes Montana
National Guard Youth Challenge Program

By DIANE COCHRAN
Of The Gazette Staff

There's a lot Cala Reichert doesn't remember, like whether or not she finished the fifth grade
or how old she was when she realized her little sister was a mistake.

But she remembers plenty.

She remembers the first time she saw her mother sober, a night when it was just the two of
them at home and they ate spaghetti for supper. Cala was in grade school.

Fighting back

She remembers the time she jumped onto her stepfather's back and hit him and hit him and
hit him until he let go of her mother.

She remembers watching her sister run out of the house and all the way to school with no
pants on because their mother had slammed her head into a wall.

Not long after that, Cala's mother relinquished her parental rights.

"She told me she couldn't take care of me so she had put my sister and me up for adoption,"
Cala said. "l thought she just wanted to get rid of me."

It would be almost seven years before Cala, who was molested in foster care, arrested three
times for assaulting her adoptive mother and sent to live for months at a time in residential
treatment centers, would come to understand that she was not fundamentally unlovable.

"In a lot of words, (my mother) basically told me she didn't want me," Cala said. "When she
told me that, | gave up. | gave up on anyone wanting a child who had been through the stuff
I've been through."

Now 17 and a graduate of the Montana National Guard Youth Challenge Program in Dillon,
Cala is, for the first time, thinking seriously about her future.

She plans to join the National Guard after she turns 18 next spring, go to cosmetology school
and eventually study to be a social worker or a foster parent.




Sharing her story

She wanted to tell her story because she knows there are other children who feel as hopeless
as she once did.

"Not everything is hopeless," Cala said. "Even though it might feel hopeless, it's not."

When she moved in with Angie Reichert, the woman who eventually adopted her, Cala was 12
years old but had the mental and emotional capacity of a kindergartner.

Like many children in chaotic situations, Cala stopped progressing developmentally when her
environment became unpredictable, said Kelly Christy, a counselor at Yellowstone Counseling
Center who treated her for five years.

Cala had post-traumatic stress disorder and did not trust anyone, especially adults, Christy
said.

"It was not a real good prognosis for her,” Christy said.

Cala's birth parents split up before she was old eilougti 1o atiend schooi. She aind her siste,
who is one year younger, lived with their father until his wife beat them and they were removed
from the home.

Cala was a first-grader when the girls moved in with their birth mother.

“"She was constantly shifting boyfriends until she met my step-dad,” Cala said. "l don't really
know if it was love, but they eventually got married."

Her mother and stepfather drank a lot and smoked pot, which was why authorities removed
Cala and her sister from the family's home the first time. Cala thinks she was still in first grade
then.

She was in fifth grade when they were removed for good. That was after her sister couldn't
find a clean pair of pants to wear to school and her mother banged the girl's head against the
wall.

The sisters were separated, and Cala went to live with a foster family in a tiny town near
Dillon, where she attended sixth grade in a two-room schoolhouse.

Her foster father molested her.

"He told me no one would believe me, and | would go to jail, too," she said. "l didn't tell
anyone."

Years later, Cala did tell someone about the abuse - Reichert, her adoptive mother. Reichert
set in motion an investigation that eventually led to the conviction and imprisonment of Cala's
abuser.

"At first | thought he would get out and try to find me and hurt me," Cala said. "Now I'm just




glad | did what | did."

She left the abusive foster home after sixth grade because the foster family moved out of
state. Cala spent the summer before she started middle school in another foster home in
Anaconda.

That's where she was living when Reichert saw her on a television program about children
waiting to be adopted.

They met at a pizza parlor in Butte.

"As soon as | saw (Reichert), | just knew. | knew," Cala said. "It was a feeling | got as soon as |
saw her. | was just overfilled with joy. | was trying so hard not to cry."

In August of 2002, Cala moved to Billings to live with Reichert. But despite her gut feeling that
Reichert was meant to be her mom, it was not an easy adjustment.

Cala was developmentally stunted, and her formative years were filled with violence and
betrayal. When things didn't go her way, she threw colossal fits.

"l bit my mon. | scratched her. | punched her," she said. "'m not proud of it."
Still, Reichert, a secretary at St. Vincent Healthcare, adopted her on July 16, 2003.

Reichert eventually began calling the police when Cala got out of control, and the teenager
went to jail three times.

At various times, she was placed at the Youth Services Center in Billings, the psychiatric unit
at Billings Clinic and a residential treatment center in Butte, where she lived for six months.

"I was trying to push (Reichert) away to see how long it would take her to break down and say,
'Go away,' " Cala said.

While Cala was living at the treatment center in Butte, Reichert considered putting her back
into the foster care system.

"Truly, | didn't know if her coming home was an option," Reichert said. "But | just couldn't bring
myself to be another person who failed, in a line of people who failed in Cala's life."

Cala made significant progress in Butte, and her transition back home went fairly smoothly.

But she was so far behind in school that she ended up withdrawing from 11th grade. A few
months later, on a whim, she signed up for the Montana Youth Challenge Program.

The military-style education program for high school dropouts was a shock for Cala, but she
surprised everyone by thriving there. She loved the camaraderie among cadets, a feeling she
had not experienced before in her tumultuous life.

Reichert said the camaraderie taught her daughter a vital skill - how to trust. Reichert could not
believe the change in Cala, who returned from the five-month program with a new sense of




confidence.

"It's in the way she carries herself," Reichert said. "It helped her see she has a lot of potential."

Cala's serious face comes alive when she talks about the trio of girls at Youth Challenge who
became like sisters to her, and she is also animated as she boasts about her physical fithess.

"I can do pushups, and | can do situps, and | can do jumping jacks," she said. "l can run a mile
without stopping.”

In addition to losing weight and gaining self-assurance in Dillon, Cala earned her GED.
Her longtime counselor, Christy, thinks her future looks bright.
"I think it is very promising," Christy said. "Cala is probably still going to have some troubles."

But if she remains aware of what triggers her outbursts and continues to rely on her support
system, she should do well, Christy said.

For her part, Cala does not seem worried about herself anymore. She wants to help other
peopie.

"l just want to say to parents and children who have stories like mine, good luck,"” Cala said.
"The road | went down was not an easy one."

Contact Diane Cochran at dcochran@billingsgazette.com or 657-1287.
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Montana Youth - who do you know?

The ChalleNGe Program Mission is “fo intervene in the
life of at-risk youth by providing the values, skills, education
and self-discipline needed to produce responsible,
productive citizens”.
The 8 Core Components of ChalleNGe:
Leadership/Followership, Responsible Citizenship,
Community Service, Life-Coping Skills, Physical Fitness,
Health and Hygiene, Job Skills and Academic Excellence.

RMontana Youth CholleNGe Program

Jar Rouse, Direcior

790 East Comell St.
Dillon, MT 59725
Phone Toll Free 1-877-367-6927

Office Phone: 406-683-7556
Fax 406-683-7545
j_rouse@umwestern.edu




