Toung inmates
find hope

By DON E. BEUCLE
Staff Writer

n a hot, muggy

Monday m the

southwestern

COMEr of
Delaware County, a feenage
girl dressed in a white cap and
gown walked down the aisle
of a half-filled gymmasnum
Her hand covered her face in
an attempt to hide the fears
strearming down her cheeks,
but those she passed could see
the wet sheen on her face and
called out words of encour-
agement.

It was the begmnmng of a
new day for her, a dav m
which she would eam her
general educational develop-
ment diploma, but this mom-
mg she stll awoke behind a
curved black fence locking
her within the grounds of the
Scioto Juvemle Correctional
Facility.
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On Monday, nine female juvenile defenders from Scioto Correctional Facility lined up to
receive their GEDs, or high school diploma at a ceremony at William K. Willis High School.

HorE

B CoNTINUED FROM PacE 1

A total of nine vyoung
women, ranging in age from 16
to 18, graduated from William
K Willis High School at Scioto
Trvenile vesterday. Eight of this
summer's Willis Diamonds
eamed thetrr GED and one her
high school diploma.

Scioto officials said. on aver-
age, ouls entering therr Home
Rioad facihity are four grade lev-
els behind m both reading and
mathematics.

While all juvenile inmates at
the facifity must attend school
classes. not all have the dedica-
tion or desire o eam their lugh
school education, officials said.

One girl Sofonda. 16, has
already served her time but
remains at Scioto as she awaits
placement with a foster fanuly,

She was feamwed as the
oraduate speaker for the com-
mencement ceremomies, where
she expressed regret for previ-
ous actions and hope for the
fomre.

“T'm going to show every-
one I can make 1t Sofonda said
as she stood 1n front of Ohio’s

First Lady Frances Strickland,
herself a one-time juvenile
counselor at a residential deten-
tion facility in Lexington, Ky,

Saying she has been kicked-
out or expelled from mumerous
schools m the past, Sofonda
told the assembled juvenile
offenders 1 the audience they
can overcome their current sim-
aton.

“You have made 2 mistake,
but you can tum it around.” she
said.

Strickland, the guest speaker
at the commencement. told the
graduates Sofonda had touched
on all three 1ssues she wanted to
highlight in her speech.

She said i her tme as a
juvenile counselor, she was
always able to judge a child’s
success rate after their incarcer-
atton ended by whether they
were able to identify with a staff
person and build a bond, were
eager to leam and were willing
to accept responsibility for past
actions.

She zlso lamented watching
children with which she had
developed a bond leave the
facility.

“You know vou will miss
them but vou don't want them

to come back here either”
Strickdand said.

After the ceremony, a
slideshow presentation offered
the hopes and dreams of the
graduates. Some wanted fo be
medical professionals, others
business people and even one
aspired fo be the first woman to
join the National Football
League.

Those dreams mav not have
been possible before they were
mcarcerated. Sofonda said.

“It was worth it. I wouldn’t
change a thing I'm a lot
stronger then [ used to be.” she
said.

With that, she smiled and
mmed to join the line of gradu-
ates as they filed out from the
gymmasium for a reception
Following the reception, she
would retum fo her room at
Scioto and wait for the day her
life will start anew outside the
curved black fence that locks
her away from the outside
world.
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*The lnst name af Scioto

Jivenile Correctional Facility
frmares hove been withheld



