
Michelle S. Rucker is a proponent of Washington, DC teens and
wants nothing more than for them to succeed, personally and
professionally. As part of the Be On The Safe Side Advisory

Council, she is doing her part to prepare teens for the tough decisions
they will have to make on the path toward becoming an adult. Rucker,
a counselor at Booker T. Washington Charter High School has become
a mainstay at the school, vowing to make a difference for its students.

Rucker encountered a Be On The Safe Side representative recruiting at
the Greater Washington Urban League Expo, and wanted her kids to
get on board. “I liked that the kids got a chance to get involved in the
video and that they sent the message, not adults. I also liked that the
[campaign video] tape featured African American students, because so
many counseling tapes do not feature students that look like our
students,” said Rucker.

She uses information from the campaign to have discussions with her
9th-graders. Though she has no “hard data,” she knows the campaign
has had a positive effect. “It has created an awareness and has made
the young women think twice about having unprotected sex. Our teen
pregnancy rate has not gone up [since we've been involved with the
Campaign],” she says. 

“Our charter schools – unlike DC public schools – cannot give out
condoms, so it's important to get the message out, to tell them where
they can get them and how condoms work, in terms of protection,”
Rucker states. The youth are also receiving safe sex messages from
Barney Neighborhood House, an HIV prevention program. Says
Rucker, “This is the first year that we're having Be On The Safe Side
and Barney House talk to our kids, so we'll know next year if this
[combined] message is having an effect.”

Rucker volunteered to be a member of the Campaign's Advisory
Council last summer. “I'm always trying to find new ways to interact
with youth. I saw it as a way to work with them outside of school and
learn from them, in addition to the kids I see at school every day.”
Rucker has also volunteered her school to be a Satellite Resource
Center. It distributes Be On The Safe Side videotapes and print materials.
She also arranged to distribute Be on The Safe Side materials at
Visions DC, a group of organizations that offer free school supplies to
teachers. “I thought it was a good idea because it puts the information
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Words, Beats & Life, (WB&L) an arts-based
hip-hop non-profit organization and Be
On The Safe Side Campaign partner, is

launching two initiatives to enrich the lives of youth.
An urban arts project and the Saturday Arts Academy
both kicked off this summer. The second issue of the
WB&L Journal, the organization's academic,
quarterly hip-hop journal, was published in July.

Mazi Mutafa, Executive Director of WB&L, says that
the Saturday Arts Academy will give young people the
skills to make the best use of their unique talents.

“We're using culture,
music, art that these kids
are already interested in
to [get them to] do the
things they didn't know
they could do. They
think about being DJs or
MCs, but they don't
think about producing,
set design, lighting. They
just see half-naked women

and fat chains and don't realize that those people in
front of the camera have very short careers,” Mutafa
declares. “It's the people behind the camera who have
long careers.”

WB&L also offers gender-specific discussion groups,
led by members of the community who work with
young people, where youth can come together and
talk about the things that are going on in their lives.
“The things that we're doing, we use that to work
with other non-profits who talk specifically about
STDs and teen pregnancy prevention,” said Mutafa. 
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in the hands of the people at school who will
be most likely to use it,” she said. Between
March and May of this year, more than 55
middle, junior high and high schools received
Be On The Safe Side information.

Rucker keeps a busy schedule with work and
volunteer activities, but if she is fatigued one
would never know it. “The Campaign doesn't
tire me out because of the energy of the kids.
It doesn't feel like work. The difference is
that they want to be there. They seem really
committed to the Campaign,” says Rucker.
“When we had our end-of-the-year activity
for 2003, you could tell. It seemed important
for them. And just in listening to them,
you can see that they've made a conscious
decision to wait.”

Counseling Youth to Better
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Reverend Luke Mitchell Jr., pastor of New Mt. Olive Baptist Church in
Southeast DC, was among the first local clergy members to join the
Be On The Safe Side campaign in the fight to lower the city's teen

pregnancy rates. In June, Mitchell participated in a parent workshop designed
to prepare adults to effectively talk to teens about sexuality and to help them
understand the sexual issues and pressures
young people are facing today.

“It was very informative,” said Rev. Mitchell.
“The idea of educating the parents to help
better understand the problem was a great one.
We discussed issues on how to bridge the gap of
communications between the parents and children.
There was a lot of meaningful dialogue toward
that end,” he continued.

As the father of three teenagers, Mitchell is all too aware of the misinformation 
that has been disseminated to children about sex and sexuality. He believes that
the situation is exacerbated by the media, which he says gives young people neither
the truth nor the consequences about sex. Reverend Mitchell says that if the
Church doesn't step in, the country is headed toward a disaster, in the socializing
and the sexualizing of its children.

“I believe the Church needs to get behind the issue with responsible organizations
like this one [Be On The Safe Side]. My church – and I'm sure we're not
alone – we're taking back the responsibility of educating our children,
not only socially but sexually,” said Mitchell, who has been a pastor for
17 years. “The school system is not doing an adequate job and we
cannot depend on BET and VH1 to adequately educate our children.
The education of our children begins at home and the church. And if we
don't participate we're going to have a sexual explosion [like] we've never
seen in history.” 

Mitchell says the faith-based community teaches that God is the
author of families and of sexuality. However, he says, the other exposure
children and teens get to sex is not from enough of a healthy perspective
to positively assist them when making decisions that challenge their
personal ideas on sex. He explains that historically, African Americans
have not been educating children about the bedroom – they've just been
educating on the Bible. But taking an honest look at the Bible, he adds,
it's full of relationships and sexuality… sexuality that can be traced
back as far as Adam and Eve.  

“It's going to take churches to just … be real. Be real and make the Bible
live. Let the stories be relevant to our children. We [currently] tell such
a Bible story that's kind of abstract from reality. The challenge is to
make it relevant for the realism of today,” Mitchell stated. “I think we're
on the same page as Be On The Safe Side in trying to expose our children
and parents to information. I want to know what my children are
looking at, I want to know what they know and I want to challenge their
'truths.' It takes knowing the language, the culture and knowing what's
going on...we have to do it.”

Local Pastor Supports Teen 
Pregnancy Prevention Efforts
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Upcoming Events
Tuesday, August 31st
Adult-to-Youth Mentoring Session
Watha T. Daniel Library, 4 p.m.

Thursday, August 3rd
Teen Parent Workshop
New Heights Program at Anacostia High School
12 - 1:30 p.m.

Wednesday, September 15th
Faith-based Luncheon
Sherwood Recreation Center, 11:30 a.m.

(cont’d.)

We look forward to 

seeing you there!

Teen Pregnancy Prevention Outreach 
and Information Campaign

and
WYCB-1340 AM

cordially invite you to attend an information luncheon 
for faith-based community leaders. 

Wednesday, September 15, 2004
Sherwood Recreation Center • 

640 10th Street, NE • Washington, DC 20002
11:30 AM

Learn how you can support teen pregnancy 
prevention programs in Washington, DC

If you have not called yet, please RSVP to Sonya Green 
by Wednesday, September 8 at 202-296-2601

Motivational Educational Entertainment


