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B-SAFE offers youngsters a summer splash!
by Sarah Walkowicz
Hometown Weekly (Dover/Sherborn)
July 16, 2009
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Caption: Ashylnn and Erika, two B-SAFE participants, enjoy an afternoon full of sunshine and fun thanks to a group of dedicated volunteers from St. Dunstan's Church
Sloshing down the slip-n-slide, the children of Bishop's Summer Academic and Fun Enrichment program (B-SAFE) shrieked with laughter outside of St. Dunstan's Episcopal Church in Dover last Friday as the smell of hamburgers hung in the air. Graced with a rare show of sunny skies, the kids darted from one activity to the next with a kind of contagious enthusiasm that had church volunteers beaming. 

"Aren't they wonderful?" remarked Catherine Beldon, one of the parishioners who spearheaded the annual event. 

The fanfare, resembling a country fair, came as the culmination of St. Dunstan's weeklong outreach effort with the Boston-based B-SAFE program. In the days leading up to the event, volunteers from St. Dunstan's visited the B-SAFE children at the Epiphany School in Dorchester, serving lunch there Monday through Thursday while planning the Friday fieldtrip to St. Dunstan's.

"We prayed all week for good weather," said event coordinator Lynn Petrasch with a smile. 

The sound of bagpipes soon stole through the sunshine, announcing a B-SAFE procession, which snaked from St. Dunstan's Church to the lawn at the Dover Library. "One of the aims of B-SAFE is for the kids to feel big, safe and connected to the community, and just walking down the street like this, it gives them that feeling of (confidence)," remarked Epiphany's new B-SAFE site director, Darren Benedick. 

Reaching their destination, the nearly 90 kids flocked to the awaiting activities, beading bracelets and hurling beanbags while waiting for drum lessons or juggling instructions. Looking on, Liz Steinhauser, a B-SAFE staff member, expressed her satisfaction with the exponential expansion of the program over the years.

"B-SAFE was started nearly 10 years ago by a vicar at St. Stephen's Episcopal Church in the South End named Tim Crellin in response to the fact that the area was a hotspot for violence at that time and a lot of young kids were hanging out in the parks where much of the violence occurred. It grew from a program of 20 kids to one that now serves 550 kids at seven sites," Steinhauser relayed proudly. 

While offering elementary and middle school children a safe and supervised summer, B-SAFE also attempts to promote academic and cultural enrichment. As a result, classes in art, technology, reading and writing are held each day throughout the five-week session. Fieldtrips, conducted twice a week, include places like the National Museum of History and Tufts University, and act as added interactive learning opportunities. Additionally, at the end of the five-week-program, 120 selected students will travel to New Hampshire for a week of summer camp at the Barbara C. Harris Camp.

"We also have partner programs (that offer access to) Revere Beach, Walden Pond, the Essex Ship Museum and the Roger Williams Zoo," reported Steinhauser. Elaborating on their partners' participation in the program, Steinhauser mentioned over 50 partnership churches, like St. Dunstan's, that devote themselves to ensuring the success of B-SAFE. 

B-SAFE also derives assistance from counselors like the easy-going Ezra McDowall. The former Epiphany School student now teaches technology to the B-SAFE children and said that the best part of the experience for him is, "the joy that we as counselors bring to the children. There are a lot of places where either the counselors or the kids aren't enjoying themselves, but here it's one big community where everyone's having fun." 

Amelia Woodley, another graduate of Epiphany School and a rising senior studying Human Development at Wheelock College, agreed. "(As a counselor) I get to be a kid again. You connect with the kids and you can be goofy," stated Woodley with a smile. "When the summer ends I'll be excited to return to school, (but) I will definitely miss the kids. " 

"The kids here get to experience new things that kids living in Dorchester and Roxbury don't usually get to experience," she added.

Teenagers from the area are also offered a unique experience through B-SAFE's counselor-in-training program, which is funded largely through the Boston Youth Fund. CITs, who work a total of 25 hours a week as mentors for the children, receive a weekly paycheck in addition to personal summer academic support. 

"B-SAFE began as an effort to prevent the negative, but now we really work to promote the positive," relayed Liz Steinhauser, gesturing to the bustling scene at St. Dunstan's. 

For more information about the B-SAFE program, visit http://www.ststephensbos.org/summerprograms.html or contact Pam Mathews, development director, at 617-797-6688 or pam@mathewshome.net with questions regarding donations. 
