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WAURIKA — Thirty-two students from Jefferson County high schools will be the focal participants Monday, May 7,
when a “Teen Speak Out” program is held at the Rock Island Depot in Waurika.

Sponsored by the Jefferson County Health Department’s Turning Point Committee, the “Teen Speak Out” provides a fo-
rum for students to share their feelings about issues tied to physical and psychological health, with community leaders
who are in position to help take action on those concerns.

In its pursuit of improving public health in Jefferson County, Turning Point has put an emphasis on youth input. The ninth
- through 12th-grade students participating in the “Speak Out” program first wrote essays as part of an English class re-
quirement, in which they were asked to identify a health problem and also to provide a possible remedy for that program.

In all, 32 essays were received from Waurika, Ryan and Ringling. During the “Speak Out,” which is scheduled for 11:30
a.m. to 2 p.m., the students have the option of reading the essays themselves “or we will read it for them if they don’t wish
to get up and read it publicly,” said Autumn James, Register Nurse for the Jefferson County Health Department.

Adult members of the audience will participate by invitation only. The group is expected to include school teachers, coun-
selors and administrators, city and county elected officials, personnel from various state and county agencies, law enforce-
ment representatives, religious leaders and other community residents from Waurika, Ryan and Ringling, who are in a po-
sition to take action on the issues raised by the students.

In addition, State Rep. Ray McCarter, State Sen. Don Barrington and U.S. Rep. Tom Cole are in the invitation list.

Those attending will receive a handout containing all the essays, although the students’ identity will remain anonymous in
the handout.

Students are not required to give an oral presentation of their essay, with members of the Turning Point Committee avail-
able to read essays for students who would rather not participate in the oral presentations.

Still, noted Jefferson County Health Department Administrative Assistant Anita Goza, “we’ve got 16 from Waurika who
do want to talk.”

Once the essays have been presented, the teenagers and members of the audience will form “breakout” groups that will be
address the issues and seek solutions.

The essays covered 13 topics, from child abuse to drug use to teen pregnancy to truancy to obesity and nutrition.

Brandi O’Connor, a Turning Point Field Consultant for the Oklahoma Department of Health, has assisted in organizing
“Teen Speak Out” sessions in several communities.

“These have been effective ways of getting teens to talk about things that concern them, with adults who are in positions to
address the problems,” she said. “It’s not just a gripe session, because we want the students to participate in trying to find

solutions.

“The adults may not be able to do anything immediately, but it makes them aware of that’s on the kids’ minds, and gives
them something to consider in the future, when they’re working on issues in the community.”

A light lunch will be provided. Invitations to audience members should be received this week.
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