Challenge Day at Putnam City Schools

The phrase most often heard from students participating in Challenge Day is “life changing”.  Challenge Day is a four-year character development program designed to reduce teasing, bullying and violence, increase student self-esteem, and build more coherent, compassionate school communities.

Over 1,300 freshmen in all three Putnam City high schools participated in the kickoff of the program at the beginning of the school year.  The day begins with ice-breakers, soul-searching exercises and other activities to help students freely share their feelings with their peers.  The students then break into small groups where they are encouraged to speak candidly about issues ranging from bullying and violence to intolerance and substance abuse.  By the end of the day, students have the opportunity to share their experiences and make amends for hurts they may have caused each other.  The focus of Challenge Day is literally to change hearts of participants because only then can they begin to change their behavior.

Students who participated in the kickoff of this year’s Challenge Day stated a commitment to create change in their school community and signed on to be part of a “Be the Change” committee.  To keep the program fresh in their minds and continue to encourage students to look at others through the eyes of acceptance and respect, Be the Change follow-up activities are planned throughout the school year.  Each of the high schools invites their participants to group sessions where they are asked to share their observances of positive change in their school community and are given suggestions of ways to sharpen their skills in noticing oppression and isolation and for practicing safe and effective intervention tools in the midst of conflict.

These are stories related to Challenge Day that speak to the power of the program.  One mother reported that her daughter came home after Challenge Day and asked to talk…just talk.  One mother called her three daughters together and asked them to share with her and with their sisters about what is going on in their hearts.  The sister of one student told the principal that her sister had recently moved out of the house after fighting with her parents.  The day she participated in Challenge Day, she moved back into the family home.  One young boy changed his appearance by cutting his hair, began wearing more traditional clothing, and standing up straighter and smiling.  When asked by a counselor what happened, the student said, “I made a friend at Challenge Day, and I realized that I am not alone.”  This student has greatly improved his performance and attitude in the classroom also.

Upon conclusion of their freshman year, some students volunteer to become leaders for the freshman kickoff of the Challenge Day program the next year. After this Fall, all Putnam City high school students will have experienced Challenge Day and follow-up activities.   The lessons learned in this program continue on and become a part of the students’ way of life during high school and in their adult life.  The Foundation received the 2008 Outstanding Program Award for Local Education Foundations for the Challenge Day program.  The award, which included a plaque and $1,000, is sponsored by the Oklahoma Foundation for Excellence, a nonprofit organization that recognizes and encourages academic excellence in Oklahoma’s public schools.  Recognition took place during the Oklahoma Foundation for Excellence Fall Forum on October 23, 2008 at the University of Oklahoma campus in Norman.

Be a Challenge Day volunteers at PCH or PCW September 19-22 or at PCN October 10-13.  It just takes one day from 8-4 to become a Challenge Day fan!

[bookmark: _GoBack]Challenge Day at Putnam City schools is supervised and sponsored by the Putnam City Public Schools Foundation.  The cost to bring in the Challenge Day facilitators and implement the Be the Change follow-up activities is $60,000 annually.  Putnam City alumni, local foundations, companies and individuals join together to provide funding and volunteer support for this important program.  To learn more about Challenge Day, call Caroline at 405-495-5200 x1205.
