My 13-year-old daughter and I recently reminisced about the message she and hundreds of other middle and high school aged youth received as part of three Back to School Nights hosted by the Mayor’s Commission Against Domestic Violence.

As we were talking one of my fourth grade daughters questioned when a similar event would be held for her age.

I explained that the events were targeted for middle school and high school students to discuss dating and relationships and give them tips as they dated.

Well, in response I learned that not only do middle school and high school students “date”, but, according to my nine-year-old so do elementary students.

What that conversation did to me is remind me just how important it is to educate our children at an early age about conflict, bullying and relationships. While a fourth grader’s definition of dating I am sure is much different than a middle or high school student’s interpretation of dating, the fact still remains that elementary aged children are thinking about the opposite sex.

Hands of Hope, a division of Family Service Society, Inc. has for many years provided comprehensive educational programming in each of the Grant County elementary schools about domestic violence and sexual violence. In addition, programming is ongoing at the middle school and high school levels.

And, thanks to support from the following businesses and organizations and the Mayor’s Commission Against Domestic Violence, a different venue was afforded to youth with the same message of RESPECT.

I would like to thank all the partners who assisted with the Back to School events. They are: Bethel Worship Center staff, Maple Run Friends Church staff, The Red Barn staff, Meijer’s, Wal-Mart, Marion Police Department, the Grant County Sheriff’s Department and members of the Mayor’s Commission Against Domestic Violence, Sold Out and Raw Tribe.

A very special thanks goes to those individuals who delivered the message through illustrations, rap music, drama and persuasive talk.

Each evening was opened by rap music from local talent Raw Tribe consisting of Gilbert Bazan, Matt Tisdale and Jacob Cotrell, followed by a powerful drama about child molest, domestic violence and date rape by the Sold Out  drama team . Each member deserves recognition for the outstanding message they portrayed through the silent drama. They were: Rachel Mansbarger, Alanna Myers, Brennen Myers, Ashley Shelby, Jacob Phelps, Shayla Sadon, Ariel Good and Haylie Tisdale.

The tear jerking drama was followed by a message for the girls in the audience from 

Kathy Wood, the Eastbrook Junior High School Counselor. Mrs. Wood talked about the importance of girls viewing themselves as a priceless tea cup. After the illustration Kathy offered to give any girl who wanted, a tea cup to remind them of their value and how they needed to expect to be treated.

Seventy-five girls requested and have received a tea cup as a constant reminder of their value and worth. What a powerful statement that should say to us adults. Youth want to be valued, they just need to know the rules. 
The program ended with an intensly persuasive message from Nathan Dalton, the Hands of Hope Male Community Educator who challenged all in attendance to stand up against domestic violence through his message of Enough is Enough.  
To carry on those three incredible Back to School Nights, I would invite those who didn’t get an opportunity to hear Nathan Dalton or see the Sold Out drama to attend the annual Hands of Hope Candlelight Vigil at 7 p.m., Thursday, Oct. 21 at St. James Lutheran Church, 1206 N. Miller Ave., where they both will be part of the evening program.

Linda Wilk, Mayor’s Commission Against Domestic Violence Chair and Hands of Hope Director, a division of Family Service Society, Inc.
