Tulsa middle school students paint over graffiti in neighborhoodDay 7

By KEVIN CANFIELD World Staff Writer

Turning a young person free with a can of paint and a paintbrush could be a bad idea.

Turn many young people free with many cans of paint and many paintbrushes, and it's time to cover your eyes. 

Or, as was the case Friday morning, time to smile and believe that there's reason for hope. 

Hope for the Cleveland Middle School students wielding their paintbrushes and rollers, and hope for the neighborhood they are trying to make better by painting over graffiti. 

"I think it's cool," eighth-grader Rickey Ballard said as he reached high to brush white paint onto an empty house at the intersection of Atlanta Avenue and Independence Street. 

"It lets us get out of school and do something constructive." 
Ballard is one of 45 Cleveland Middle School students participating in the school's leadership program. A similar program is offered at Gilcrease Middle School. 

After walking around the neighborhood last week, the Cleveland students decided that removing graffiti from the house on Independence and another building around the corner would be a good way to improve the neighborhood. 

"It's kind of like counseling," Autumn Files, a seventh-grader, said of the leadership program. "We talk about the world and how messed up (it is) and what we can do to fix it, like (removing) the graffiti." 

The leadership program is part of the Tulsa Youth Intervention Project, which is funded through a grant from the Oklahoma Office of Juvenile Affairs. 
The project's goal is to reduce gang violence and membership. 

"I have been coming here (by the empty house) for about three years, and this has always had gang tags on it," said Jordan Westbrook, who administers the program at Cleveland Middle School for the Community Service Council of Tulsa. 

"So this is a way to cover it up." 

Cleveland Middle School Principal Micheal Johnson said the leadership program has made a difference in the three years it has been offered at the school. 

"We're trying not only to change the culture of our school, but to take pride in our community," he said. 

"I think today was evidence of that." 

Students in the leadership program meet once a week to work on social skills, do community service and participate in exercises designed to improve their leadership skills. 
"Basically, we just give them an opportunity for some extra enrichment during the school day," Westbrook said. 
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