Education

Communities In Schools
celebrates success

Students formerly at risk
of dropping out get ready

for diplomas

by Anna Dykema
anna@thecharlotteweekly.com

It may not be time to cue “Pomp and
Circumstance” quite yet, but last week
Communities In Schools, a national
dropout-prevention organization,
showered 258 soon-to-be graduates
from 10 Charlotte-Mecklenburg high
schools with well-deserved accolades.

Many of the students overcame
difficulties their peers would have a
tough time understanding, such as
homelessness, drug addiction, aban-
donment or gang affiliations. Now
triumphant, these students, who might
not have graduated without CIS’ help,
have excelled despite life’s roadblocks.

“Celebrating Our Graduates’ is our
signature annual event for graduating
seniors,” explained May Johnston, CIS
community relations director. “Most
of the students we serve have faced
various challenges and have been at risk
for dropping out of school.”

Johnston said that since CIS
began operating in the Queen City
in 1985, 10 high schools — E.E.
Waddell, East Mecklenburg, Garinger,
Hawthorne, Olympic, Phillip O. Berry
Academy of Technology, Vance, West
Charlotte, West Mecklenburg and
the Performance Learning Center, a
CIS/CMS nontraditional high school
for low-performing students — have
been equipped with a full-time, on-
site CIS service coordinator to give at-
risk students emotional and academic
support. CIS aims to stanch the growing
number of dropouts, which last year
totaled 2,512, a district record high.

CMS Chief Operating Officer

Maurice Green and Mecklenburg
County Commission  Chairwoman
Jennifer Roberts were among the

500 people who attended the event,
emceed by WBTV news anchor Tonia
Bendickson.

The afternoon’s keynote speaker,
Garinger High School graduate Acton
Archie — a “great guy with a good story,”
according to Johnston — told students
about the role CIS played in his life.

Archie’s involvement with two influential
CIS site coordinators, which began
in ninth grade and continued until he
graduated in 2000, helped him secure
the scholarships and the motivation he
needed to attend North Carolina State
University.

Today, he is harvesting the fruits of
his labor with a career at Cary’s SAS
Institute, a national leader in software
production.

CIS helped graduate find his future

“I was very much an at-risk child,”
Archie told Charlotte Weekly in a post-
event interview. “I was on the verge of
dropping out of (Olympic High School).
I was living in poverty, skipping school
and starting to lose interest.”

His path toward failure was inter-
rupted when Olympic’s CIS service
coordinator, Rodney Carr (now the
service coordinator at Vance High
School), showed up on the doorstep of
his single-parent, low-income home off
West Boulevard. Carr had learned from
school administrators that Archie would
be a good fit for the program.

“Looking back on it, I am amazed.
Not only did it take courage to drive up
on a complete stranger in the middle
of the projects, but (Carr) had to
actually care, you know?” said Archie,
adding that their personal relationship
continues today. “He could have waited
until I was back at school, but he didn't.
He wanted to go get me.”

Archie worked under Carr’s guidance
for one year before leaving Olympic to
attend Garinger, where he established
an equally important connection with
service coordinator Reneé Leak, now
CIS’ high school program director.

“She picked up that seed planted
by (Carr) and nourished it. She was
really the one who convinced me
that graduating from high school was
not only possible ... but absolutely
mandatory,” Archie said. “When I look
back to the defining points of my life, it
was those relationships that helped me
take a different path.”

Archiecreditsthetwocoordinatorsand
the CIS' ThinkCollege, a college-focused
program that provides everything from
college tours to application, scholarship
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Performance Learning Center senior Cindy Lazo, left, credits Communities In Schools coordina-
tor Sophia Davis, right, for her personal and academic transformation. Photo courtesy of CIS

and financial-aid help, for debunking
the myth that higher education was only
for “rich kids.”

“(CIS does) everything that a
(capable) parent would do. My mother,
she didn’t go to college. She didn’t know
about scholarships, financial aid or the
SAT,” he said. “What CIS did give me
was focus and determination. With that,
I was able to be fully engaged and on a
path to success.”

Fresh face preps for same success

Though nearly 8 years old, Archie’s
story mirrors that of Performance
Learning Center senior Cindy Lazo.

“My sophomore year (at Olympic),
I started hanging out with the wrong
people. 1 failed all my classes except
three. I wouldn't even go to school,” she
said. “It hit me (that) I didn’t want to
be with that crowd. I want to go on to
bigger and better things.”

Following the suggestions of CIS
staff, Lazo applied to and was accepted
at PLC during her junior year. “When 1
first got there I said, ‘Who thinks about
college? Who cares about college?” But
going (to PLC) made a big difference.”

Like Archie, Lazo, 18, said her
transformation was partly due to a CIS
coordinator, Sophia Davis, whom she
met at the beginning of the 2007-08
school year.

“She is an angel. She is my role
model,” Lazo said. “When you look at
her, you want to be like her. We have
a school relationship and a friendship.
She got me applying to schools. She’s
cool, but she (would) get on us ... about
applying for scholarships and things.”

In the fall, Lazo plans to attend North
Carolina Agricultural and Technical
State University and hopes to have a
career in social work.

Wise words fall on listening ears

As Archie stood before Lazo and
others, he said it reminded him of his
own not-so-distant past, standing on the
brink of a bright future after overcoming
a troubled history. “Speaking to the kids
(at ‘Celebrating our Graduates’) was very
emotional,” admitted Archie. “When
I looked out into the audience, I saw
myself out there. To just understand the
amount of nervousness ... they (had)
and to help ease that was a great, very
special feeling.

“I always say, if it had not been for
CIS, it’s likely I would have dropped out
and not gone on to succeed.

“ said (to the students), ‘Con-
gratulations on your graduation.
However, there is more to come. ...
I challenge you to rise up and meet
that challenge. I challenge you to not
become complacent but to reach higher,
dig deeper and run harder.”

It’s clear Lazo was listening.

“As far as college, it's a little scary,”
she said. “It’s far from home and you
have to think about all the extra work
you hear about. But I'm taking it day by
day. I have so much I want to do and
it's only the beginning. I made mistakes,
but I corrected them and now I'm ready.
I'm thankful.” Q

For more information on CIS, visit
www.cischarlotte.org.
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