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Camp Fire clubs' flame lights way for area youths 

Resurgence - Riding a new wave of popularity, the clubs are giving kids a burning desire to succeed 
	

	FACTBOX

• Reading camp 


Thursday, November 23, 2006 

LINDA CARGILL 

Despite her friendly smile, Shawna Smith used to be shy. 

Then the 12-year-old joined Camp Fire's school-based program at Lynchwood Elementary School. In her third year in Camp Fire, she's learned to be outgoing, and, as she says, "bumped up my friendships." 

Shawna is just one small part of the resurgence of Camp Fire in the East Metro area. 

Years ago, most people associated Camp Fire with traditional clubs that met in a volunteer's home after school. But as more women worked outside the home, those clubs dwindled. Six years ago Camp Fire USA's Portland Metro Council abandoned the clubs altogether. 

However, last year the council, spurred by alumni who missed the traditional clubs, revived the home clubs as a pilot project. There are now two in East County -- one for elementary and one for high school-age youths. Some meet evenings and weekends. 

In addition to the home programs, Camp Fire's Portland council runs programs in four schools in the Centennial District: Lynchwood, Lynchview, Centennial Middle School and Centennial High School, as well as several schools in the Hillsboro School District. 

"Research shows that the highest-risk hours of the day, as far as when kids engage in risky behavior, are from 3 to 5 p.m.," said Jill Haas, Camp Fire's Multnomah County Attendance Area director. "It provides kids with a safe place to come." 

For Shawna, the nonprofit social service organization has helped in many ways. It has even helped her improve her athletic ability and learn positive attitudes. 

Her mother, Angela Jacobson, credits Camp Fire with building her daughter's self-esteem. 

"Camp Fire really helped her come out of her shell and become more sociable," said Jacobson. "They turned her into quite a leader. She's been a totally different child the last two years." 

Jacobson added that the Camp Fire leaders are "a great role model for my daughter. They're the best positive influence I've gotten into her life ever." 

One recent afternoon, Shawna crouched in the hallway of the elementary school with her friend, Keagan Wilker, 11, watching a small robot they had helped program scoot across the floor. The robotics project, open only to Camp Fire members, is funded through a federal grant awarded to Lynchwood's SUN (Schools Uniting Neighborhoods) program. 

"It helps when you're in smaller groups because you can meet more people and get to know them better than if you are in a big group," Shawna said. 

Earlier that day, Shawna and other Camp Fire members were busy painting posters advertising Camp Read a Book. The family literacy project is set for Nov. 29 from 6 to 8 p.m. at the school, 3614 S.E. 174th Ave. 

Camp Fire is sponsoring the project, in partnership with Lynchwood's SUN program and the Police Athletic League (PAL). 

The youths -- evenly divided between boys and girls -- have spent weeks planning word games with a camp theme. 

They plan to set up large tents in the gym and hallways. Sixth-graders, including Shawna, will read stories to the younger children. The Learning Palace and Target in Mall 205 are donating literacy games and activities. The Trail Blazers offered tickets for a free raffle. Each child will receive a free book, and Multnomah County Library's staff will present events and sign youths up for library cards. 

"We struggle to get the kids at the level they should be in reading," said Jessica Burden, site supervisor for the Camp Fire/PAL program at Lynchwood. "We're trying to get them inspired to see how fun reading can be and ways you can make it fun." 

About 85 youths from first through sixth grade participate in the after-school Campfire group at the school. Another 50 participate at Lynchview Elementary School, and a couple dozen more are at Centennial Middle School. Those programs and staff, as well as the PAL staff, are paid for by a Children's Investment Fund grant from the city of Portland. 

Twice a year, Camp Fire youths participate in a day trip and an overnight stay at Camp Namanu, the 550-acre camp in Sandy that Camp Fire has operated since 1924. 

The service organization started a pilot project in October at the Village Square Apartments, a 72-unit low-income apartment complex in Gresham run by Innovative Housing Inc. The project is the first Camp Fire program of its kind in Oregon. Two paid staff from Camp Fire will work with elementary through high school age youths living in the complex. 

"They'll decide as a group how they want to structure it around the Camp Fire curriculum," said Katie Guertin, small-group program coordinator for Camp Fire's Portland Metro Council. 

With funding from REI, Camp Fire also plans to launch a new program at Centennial High School next March called Adventure Leadership Training, including rock climbing, rope courses and service projects. 

"We're using Outward Bound-style experiences that will develop leadership, self-esteem and confidence," said Keith Tomajan, CEO for Camp Fire USA Portland Metro Council, which serves Multnomah and Washington counties. 

As for Shawna, she dreams of becoming a doctor, nurse or teacher. Or maybe the first woman president of the United States. 

"It is possible," she said, smiling. 

