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Ben Scott, 11, watches as Alex Horsfall, 12, stacks cups during an activity night at the Fairport Lions Den Teen

Teen center takes a
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Perinton wanis to dump the perceived bad rap and start fresh, hoping
to attract teens of all ages and social groups

By BENJAMIN WACHS

T Neessenger Post Staf
here's no way to hide it: the Lions

Den Teen Center in Fairport has a reputa-
non Adults are often circurspect about

“Unforluna[ely I think it's gotten an
image that isn't always a positive image,”
said Tim Stisz, a teacher at Johanna Per-
xin and 2 member of one of the teen cen-
ter's new advisory committees. “I think
that the teen center has always been
open to anyone Who wants to g0 there,
but only a certain group of teens have
been going there.”

e said he didnt want to talk about
who makes up that certain group,

Jayne LaFay, a member of the town’s
recreation committee and another new
adviser for the teen center, described
ther as “teens with problems.” )

“The reason I'm on the commitlee for
the teen center is to help make the com-
munity aware that it is a nice place for all
children to go, ot jusE a place for teens
with problems to go,” she said. “In the
past it’s gotien a pretty b

If you ask kids who used o go to the
teen center, they'll get straight to the

oint.

“I’'s where all the bad crowd hung out,”
said Mike Nutting, a high school sopho-
more who is on a new youth advisory
group for the center. “I wasn't there too
much. But I'd been a few times and 1
thought it needed a change,

The bad crowd, he saxd means “kids
who smoke or drink.”

Ashley Brennan, another high school
student and merber of the new advisory

The teen center was started in 1945,
according to Jim Donahue, director of
Perinton's Recreation and Parks Depart-
ment. Back then, it was called “Melody
Night Nook,” and held concerts for
teenagers on Friday and Saturday nights.
In the 1960s, it was renamed “Tiger N
Tow,” but served much the same purpose.
In 1990, after the Fairport Lions Club
revitalized the siructure, it was renamed
the Lions Den Teen Centey, its current
incamation. 3

Like all long-standing institutions, it had
its high and low points, but by then the
low had been fixed in the minds of much
of the community.

Yet in 2001, town Supervisor Jim Smith
and Fairport schools Superintendent Bill
Cala said pecple from across the commu-
nity were telling them the same thing:
Kids who might otherwise be causing
trouble don’t when they're at the teen
center.

- Fairport Police Officer Jack Lisena said
exactly that to the Perinton-Fairport
Post. “f think it is definitely a good place
for them,” he said. He wanted the teen
center’s hours expanded.

Jeremy Argo, 18, said at the time, “If I
wasn't here, I'd usually be getting into
trouble, with like the police and stuff. But
here it’s like a second home that keeps
e out of trouble.”

They all credited one person with the
center’s turnaround: Karen Musson, a
Perinton Recreation Center employee
who was put in charge of the center after
a host of short-term directors had come
and gone. She displayed staying power
and more-- she managed to reach the

She said she'd only been to the teen cen-
ter “like once,” about two years ago, and
that was enough.

“They had a lot of conflicts and a lot of
drugs and things were being used there,”
she said. “Td seen it first hand.” She declined to go into detail

‘That reputation ~ the place where troubled or “bad” kids hang out - has been

- around for much of its recent history.

Bui not all of it. There was a time, about five years ago, when leaders from
across the community were praising the center as a place that kept even the
maost troubled kids ~ especially the most troubled kids - out of trouble.

Today the town's Recreation and Parks Department is making a full-blown
effort to restore that kind of confidence, creating new advisory committees,
new policies and reaching out to a new group of kids.

“I guarantee it's going to be quite successful,” LaFay said. “We have a buy-in
from the community leaders and the school leaders. It's going to be a great
place for kids.”

That’s a common sentiment and confidence is high. Yet, the new push isn't to
repeat what made the teen center successful back then. If anything; its moving
in the opposite direction.

Kids at the Lions Den Teen Center in Fal

kids most in need.

“Through Karen's efforts, she’s really
helped broaden the scope of the program
to create a greater interest in what's going
on over there,” said Ken Zeller, who was
director of the Recreation and Parks Department at the time.

Some parents were also impressed.

“She helped my_son out tremendously,” said parent Bart C. Hollings. “He was
kind of wild for a while (then) Karen got him involved at the teen center and he
did a complete tumaround.”

Many kids called Musson “Mom” and even those who didn't treated her like
one.

“Everyone’s like a family here,” said Lisa Bremer, a 16-year-old teen center
atiendee back then.

Minerva DeLand Principal Pat Moriarty had observed the dynamic, t0o.
“Karen does a tremendous job with those kids. I think that's why attendance has
improved,” he said. “Kids frequently talked about Karen being an' important per-
son in their life, and when you talk about adult role models being important,
Karen was one of their role models.”

ort play a cup-stack-
ing game. There is a new focus on younger kids at the center.

See TEEN CENTER, 38>




Fairport teen center takes a new direction

; " » TEEN CENTER, from page 18

The key, for Musson, was to
‘genuinely appreciate the kids °
for who they were while set-
‘ting strict boundaries. They
icouldn’t smoke or use drugs
“while on the grounds, but they
“didn't have to pretend they
wouldn't off grounds, either.
“They could listen to their
{music. They could dance. They
*could, with permission, put up
their own graffiti on the walls:
‘It became a reward for doing
“something good or for a band
iwho played there on Friday

Eventually, the east side of
the building was covered floor
to ceiling with signs, symbols
and sketches — a tapestry of
youth.

The program was always
supervised but often unstruc-
tured. Attendance quadrupled
from just a few years before.
Even so, some adults were
looking at it askance. It was
noisy, the kids were loud and
they expressed themselves. If
they weren't “bad kids,” they
didn't pretend to be “good
kids” either. Many adults were
uncomfortsble with the frank-
.vleSS of the program — even
me of the community lead-
#Bis who praised Musson pub-
itly were saying privately, and
=3ff the record, that they didn’t
;;\tke the direct approach it was

‘was_positive that
#fpenagers like Adam Spicola,
115, credited Musson with help-

him quit drugs (“we talked
bout it — and she got me out

“conversations with teenagers
about their drug use. Was that,
appropriate?
Yes, it was positive that
she'd help teenage girls dump
their boyfriends when they
‘became pushy or abusive ~ but
dn't that also mean she was
‘talking about . sex to
enagers? Yes, many of these

a letter of resignation to
Ajack that up. She said she was
reed out after she refused to
2@0 advocating for “her” kids.
&eThey do agree, though,
Jdbout what the area of dis-
Sagreement was. Musson was
g to graduate school to

* The town said mey couldn't
3 exinton does-
cial-services

partment, and the liability

sues of having an employee
rmally counsel kids while on

#Fhey couldn't do .

Whatever exactly happened,
¥it happened fast. Musson was
gone and the symbols of her
time there were taken down or
painted over. There would be
no more discussions about
sex, drugs or family problems.

Anecdotally that's when
drug use at the centeractually
began to increase and smoking
made a comeback, but just
how bad the problem was is
unclear. Police Chief Kirk Par-
sons said his department
never received any complaints
about kids drinking or doing
drugs in the teen center iself.

“We have had complaints on
occasion that there has been
some drinking and drug use
outside the teen center, in the
surrounding park area,” he
said. “But I don't have first-
hand knowledge if the (teen
center’s) reputation is acca-
rate.”
However accurate, the teen
center was back o its bad rep-
utation. And it limped along
that way for years. That's over,
town officials say.

P

A month ago, at a small cer-
emony, Minerva DeLand art
teacher Liz Smith helped mem-
bers of the ninth-grade art club

put a new decoration on the
wall, over where the graffiti
had been.

It was tapestry. A “fairy-tale-
style tree” with a focus on the
“developmental assets” — a

oup of 40 positive character
traits that the school district
and community are trying to
nake sure kids have. Each leaf
of the tree has a different asset
‘written on it, such as caring,
thoughtful, safety and responsi-

le.

Mepnbers are proud of it, and.
of the fact that it’s now dis-
played at the teen center. “We
had a great teacher;” said
man Peter Shiprar.

Student E. Thomas O’Hehir
said, “I like the idea of creating
anew environment for the teen
center because the teens might
feel more at home if they see
something done by their

eers.”

Adults at the center say they
like it because of jts unambigu-
ously positive message.

Asked about the old wall ver-
sus the new, Jim Donahue, Per-
inton director of recreation and
parks, said, “We have the teens
designing it but now they're
aware of how the facility is to
be used. It’s not just teens, its a
community building, and some
of (what was up previously)
‘wasn’t appropriate for that.
Now we have direction and
supervision,”

That embodies the town'’s
new approach to the teen cen-
ter. They've created several
new committees of adults and
youths to provide input, to gen-
erate ideas that will make kids
feel welcome. They say they
intend to genuinely listen to
‘what the Kids have to say.

“I think having kids lnvolved
in the decision-making will
gnod thing,” said Slisz. “Afwr
all, it’s a facility for the kids. If
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we as adults make decisions
that are the best decisions for
kids, while also letting kids
have mput, it can only be a
good

At the same time, the kids on
the committees were drawn
from the school district's Lead-
ership Asset Program and
Chemical Prevention Advisory
Council — two organizations
that kids who have trouble
with authority aren't on. Mer-
bers often stress their defer-
ence to adults.

Debra Tandoi, who heads the
school district’s asset program,
admitted that maybe they're
geiting a limited sampling of
kids so far - kids who are
already right where the adults
In their lives want them to be.
But, she said, that doesn't mean
these kids shouldn't be part of
it. It just means that the adults
at the teen center need to work
harder to be more inclusive.

“I think that’s the adults’
responsibility Lhat as it pro-
gresses, if we're missing an
important link in the communi-
ty that we do a further out-
reach to them to get them
involved,” Tandoi said. ‘I think
we're doing a great job
0 get everybody involved.”

ceo

The things that excite the
adults about the new, revital-
ized teen center are a far cry
from the real talk about real
troubles that happened during
the teen center’s heyday under
Musson.

That’s not an oversight,
town officials say — that’s the
point. The teen center was
never meant to be associated
with troubled Kids. It's sup-
posed to be a place where all
kids feel welcome.

“We really want to welcome
all teens to the teen center, so
we're trying to find.a way to

attract all teens,” said Julie
Eble, who became the teen
program coordinator for Per-
inton Recreation last Novem-
ber. “The more involved that
they are with the changes
we're making the more theyll
want to come and bring their
friends.”

“The point was always to
make a safe, fun place for
teens,” said Diane Riesenberg-
er, a senior recreation supervi-
sor with Perinton Recreation.
“Now we're really making a
comumitment to do that.”

cee

There will be a push for
more student decorations,
more trips to fun places, more
programs, times to do home-
work, and especially an effort
10 get younger teens, closer to
10, 11 or 12 than 16 or 18, com-

ing.

Riesenberger _describes
what they’re going for as a
“coffeehouse feel.” They want
o create a kind of place where
any kid can walk in off the
street and feel welcome.

Yet, one change is to elimi-
nate the “drop-n” program in
which any teenager could stop
by whenever they want. Now
teens who visit must be regis-
tered by their parents. The
facility will also be reserved at
times for programs geared at
specific age groups.

The result has been a large
drop in attendance, Riesen-
berger admits,

Saturday night, for example,
was once a big one for the
teen center. Sometimes hun-
dreds of teens would dmp by.
Now, Saturday night is for
sixth-, seventh- and eighth-
graders according to Tina
Harris, who supervises there,
and not for older kids. The
result has been a teen center
almost.empty on Saturday

nights these last few months:
cee

Less attendance is to be
expected, Riesenberger said.
After all, the registration
requirement just started. It will
take teens, and parents, she
said, time (o adjust to the néw
system and the new outlook
and look.

“We knew it would be little
steps,” she said.

Nutting thinks that nurnbers
are down because many of the
kids who were attracted there
previously - the oid, “bad”
crowd - are no longer interest-

“It's lowered greatly,” he said.

Brennan, too, thinks that
while the new teen center is
“more welcoming,” some of her
peers will no longer be interest-
ed. “Some people will probably
hang out there and some will
probably go other places,” she
said. She's not sure where that
will be. Neither are police.

But there are signs of
improvement.

“We have over 40 kids come
in for a cup-stacking game on
Wednesday during break,”
Riesenberger said. “Saturday
night we usually haven’t been
having any kids, but we got
some for game night this past
Saturday ~ hopefully the word
is getting out.”

The recently deceased mr-
port High School graduate
Shawn Beach had been a teen
center regular, and after his
memorial service a gronp 6f
teens went to the teen center (o +
talk about him over pizza. |

“That's what the teen centér
should be,” Riesenberger said.,

Right now it's a waiting gande
to see if the new approach fo
the teen center will attract
more students — from every
crowd - while making | pa:ems ’
fee] corafortable.

Parsons said that the town

“is Jooking to do the right thing.
1 stand behind what they're
doing.” But, he admitted, ‘T do
not have a sense of how this is
going to play out.”

Adulis involved in: the
changes are enthusiastic that at
1ong last, they've found a for-
mula for success.

“Being the parent.of two
small children, I want it to be a
place where they'll feel com-
fortable to go,” LaFay said. “I
‘want to spread the word that
there’s going to be @ transfor-
mation. Its going to be a phe-
nomenal place.”,

“We know we're 'on. the right
track,” said Riesenberger. )
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