Building
BRIDGES
over teen

apathy

On an overcast afternoon, I
walk onto the Anaheim cam-
pus of Western High School, a
place that looks like your aver-
age, ordinary American high
school.

The flag team is practicing
twirls, groups of students are

huddled
throughout
the main
quad, and
others are
hurrying
home with
loaded back-
vverrg  packs
CABRERA But  I'm
REGISTER there to meet
COLUMNIST four teens

who are any-
thing but average or ordinary.
They're part of the campus
group called Pioneer Out-
reach Network for Diversity
(POND), which was ereated as
part of the Orange County Hu-
man Relations Commission’s
BRIDGES program.

The four students include
POND president Eduardo
Garcia, an 18-year-old senior
who recalls a time not long
ago in junior high when he was
a kid who was “made fun of.”

He admits that he hated ju-
nior high, a feeling that a lot of
kids can probably relate to.
Why hated? He puts it diplo-
matically: “In junior high I no-
ticed that among the kids
there was a lack of openness
to respect other people on var-
ious levels. Race was an is-
sue.”
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More bluntly put, students
called him names like “dirty
Mexican.” The first time it
happened, he says he was
caught off guard.

“I didn't know how to re-
spond. That was the first time
I'd ever been called something
so hurtful,” says Garcia, of
Mexican and Peruvian de-
scent.

It's something he never for-
got, but rather than ignore it,
it inspired him to join POND
his sophomore year. Too often,
we make the mistake of ignor-
ing problems like this, he says.

“The reason why it was
such an issue is because no
one cared and no one talked
about it,” says Garcia.

So talking about “it” is ex-
actly what Garcia and his
classmates Tiara Din, Hieu
Nguyen, and Natalie Ramirez
are working on thanks to
BRIDGES, which trains them
to give classroom presenta-
tions on issues like homopho-
bia, gender inequality and sex-
ual harassment.

“You have to do the present-
ations to get people to think
about it and then care. It's a
slow process,” says Nguyen.

Alecoholism, sterectypes
and apathy are some of the
most pressing issues these
teens say are facing youth to-
day, but they think-that get-
ting past the apathy is one of
their greatest challenges.

“I realized that in order for
people to care they have to be
exposed to situations that are
abrasive,” says Nguyen, 17.
“Then you can start trying to
change things, instead of ex-
cusing them: ‘Oh they don’t
care therefore they'll never
care.'”

BRIDGES has been around
18 years, Originally a crisis-in-
tervention program created in
response to a racial incident at

El Modena High School in
Orange, it has evolved into
a voluntary program to im-
prove intergroup relations
on school campuses.

Students are trained to
use positive peer support to
create a school climate that
respects society’s diversity.

Four years &ago, the
Orange County Relations
Commission was operating
BRIDGES on 50 campuses
across Orange County. To-
day, because of financial
setbacks, the program is on
only 25 campuses.

“The need is immense,
and that’s why our limiting
factor is resources, essen-
tially,” says Rusty Kennedy,
executive director of the
commission.

The county provided the

commission with $290,000
in funding this year, but it's
actually the commission's
nonprofit that raises funds
and pays for BRIDGES.
Throughout the last four
years, Kennedy says foun-
dations and individuals
pulled back on donations,
businesses experienced a
downturn, and cities dealt
with fiscal crises — all of
which contributed to a drop
in the nonprofit budget,
from $3 million a few years
ago to $1.5 million today.
For a county of 3 million
people, that’s a paltry 50
cents spent per person to
build understanding, to re-
solve conflicts and to teach
people how to live among
those with different beliefs.
“The change in popula-
tion has been huge and diffi-
cult,” says Kennedy. “You

see it when difficult times
come like Sept. 1 or the Lit-
tle Saigon demonstrations
or particularly heinous hate
crimes. You see these trau-
matic incidents that occur
and it’s really then that you
look and say how much
work have we done in the
arena of human relations?”

The answer to that ques-
tion is not enough.

It may sound hokey to
say that we need to, be
taught how to relate to each
other as humans, but his-
tory has shown us clearly
that too often we resort to
violence to deal with differ-
ences.

When I ask them what
would happen if BRIDGES
didn’t exist at Western High
School, Garcia responds: “I
feel] like there would be no
hope; there would be no

place for kids to go,” he
says.

He points to his own par-
ticipation in POND and how
it’s helped him deal with the
anger and pain he’s felt be-
cause of racism.

“] feel that I've been able
to deal with that through
this program, and I know a
lot of kids are able to do
that when they are partici-
pating in the presenta-
tions,” says Garcia.

“And if we didn’t have
that, where would they get
it?”

Cabrera's opinions on local
news appear every Tuesday
and Thursday. She is a former
metro reporter who covered
issues ranging from immigra-
tion to higher education. Con-
tact her at (714) 796-3649 or
yeabrera@ocregister.com



