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Learning to lead

Summer camp keeps Hispanic youths focused on the future
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From left, Angelina Palomino, Ariana Segura and Raul Gonzalez participate in a leadership class during the Academia
Leadership program at Southern Oregon University on Thursday. Mail Tribune / Jamie Lusch
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Encouraging Hispanic students in middle school to go to college is a worthwhile pursuit, but Juanita
Ephraim and Jonathan Chavez Baez decided it wasn't enough.

This week marked the third year of the Academia Latina Leadership program, an expansion of the
15-year-old Academia Latina at Southern Oregon University that gives Hispanic students in the
Rogue Valley a glimpse of their potential futures in higher education. The leadership program is for
incoming juniors and seniors who went through the Academia Latina program as middle schoolers
or freshmen, and who still are focused on attending college.

"If you could hear their stories, you would be like, wow," said Baez, a minority outreach
coordinator at SOU and director of Academia Latina Leadership. He listed broken families, problems
with drugs and finances as just some examples of the hardships the students have had to
overcome. "They have not let those circumstances stop them from what they want to do."

Many of these students are the first in their family to go to college. Of the seven students in the
first group, Baez said, all seven are going to college. Five are headed to private colleges.

He describes Academia Leadership as good practice for college applications and classes as well. The
students have to write two essays and provide three recommendations to apply. Once they're in
the program, they attend three morning classes and perform community service in the afternoons.
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Despite the difficulties of some of the students' situations, giving back to the community is an
integral aspect of the leadership program. This week, students volunteered with the Northwest
Seasonal Workers Association in Medford and the Ashland Emergency Food Bank, facilities that
some of the students have depended on at times in their lives.

"I've never volunteered at a place like that," said Raul Gonzalez, an incoming senior at South
Medford High School, about the NSWA. Gonzalez was also in the leadership program last summer,
after participating in Academia Latina in eighth and ninth grade.

The three classes the students attend throughout the week focus on leadership skills, maintaining
physically and mentally healthy lifestyles and fostering their Latino heritage. Students are
encouraged to speak Spanish whenever they want, and they are taught cultural traditions such as
dances and songs. Part of the multi-step application process is an essay explaining what the
student's heritage means to him or her.

"We are building the next generation of hard-working citizens who are eager to help out the
community and keep breaking those stereotypes that still haunt us," Baez said.

Baez was a junior counselor at the Academia Latina program in 2003 after graduating from Phoenix
High School. He received a bachelor's degree from SOU and a master's in higher education from
Portland State before returning to SOU to work. Shortly after, he and Ephraim, who is the director
of Academia Latina and a Talent Middle School teacher, decided to expand the program.

"We wanted to keep track of the students as they grew," he said.

They continue to do that through the school year as well as during the week of the camp. Because
leadership participants are required to have a minimum 3.25 GPA, Ephraim and Baez both use their
connections in the school systems to keep track of students' grades throughout the year. If
anyone's grades begin to slip, it could result in a well-timed phone call to check in and remind the
student: "Don't you want to come back to Academia?"

They almost always do. Both the middle school and high school programs continue to get more
applicants than there are places, due to funding constraints. Baez and Ephraim say out of their
usual pool of 130 to 150 applicants, they've been able to accept 100 students into the Academia
Latina program only once. Both programs are funded by SOU, along with various grants and
donations.

Sometimes, it's the students themselves who have conflicts with being able to return. For several,
responsibilities such as taking care of younger siblings or working in the fields prevent them from

attending, which Baez says is "heartbreaking."

For those who are able to return, though, the experience leaves them with a lasting impression of
their own leadership abilities and an excitement for academics.

"Anything's possible," said Phoenix High School junior Ariana Segura. "There's people there for you
even when you think there isn't."

Reach reporting intern Kaylee Tornay at ktornay @mailtribune.com.
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