[image: image1.jpg]



Vol. 101 No. 16

Thursday, April 21, 2005

Library gets hand from AmeriCorps youth
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Members of the Weld County Youth Conservation Corps/AmeriCorps Program, many of whom were previously in trouble with the law, work to plant concrete "stepping stones" that were created by local Girl Scouts outside the Glenn A. Jones M.D. Memorial Library in Johnstown. The group was in town this week to assist with work remaining at the newly opened library. 

Photo and Story by Jason P. Smith

JOHNSTOWN -- Young men and women from Greeley spent the past week here, constructing landscaping projects at the new library south of downtown. Working to establish long-term goals of building life-and career-enhancing skills -- as well as earning money towards a college education -- the kids are making a conscious effort to turn their lives around and help the community at the same time.

The youth, ranging in age from 16 to 24, are all members of the Weld County Youth Conservation Corps/AmeriCorps program.

"The program has been around for 11 years as the WCYCC, but for the last seven years, it's been an AmeriCorps program," said Jay Molock, a youth team leader with the program. A Johnstown resident, Molock grew up in a rough area of Denver and has spent most of his career working with troubled youth. Four years ago, he was a counselor with Colorado State University working in Greeley. He did presentations about non-traditional students going back to school and always spoke to the receptionist at WCYCC. One day, she told him about a job opening.

"The rest is history," he said.

According to Molock, one of the big advantages in partnering with AmeriCorps, a nationwide program, is being able to offer the kids an opportunity to earn money for college during their time in the Corps, which usually is approximately a year.

Kids are given a bi-weekly stipend that pays them for 70 out of 80 hours they work every two weeks. Ten hours of their pay goes automatically into a fund to be used toward their college education. Each member has seven years to use the money after they get out of the program. The members also get medical insurance and training while in the program.

"AmeriCorps offers that education award," Molock said. "After a member completes 1,700 hours and an eight-hour community service project they are entitled to $4,725 to go to college. The huge piece of that is that the youth we serve aren't going to otherwise have that opportunity."

The Weld County program is not a typical AmeriCorps program. 

"What's pretty unique is that we're an at-risk corps," Molock said. "That means our kids are in trouble or have been in trouble with the law. It also means the majority of them come into the program without a diploma or a GED -- most AmeriCorps programs nationwide are with college kids.

"It can either be volunteer work or grant-funded work, but we work all over the county -- from Grover to Erie -- anywhere within that 3,999 square miles you can find the Corps working," Molock said. "The kids also do community service. Ever since I've been there, the kids come in thinking community service is something ordered by the court, rather than going out and helping people in a neighborhood."

The work done in Johnstown this week was funded by a grant from the Great Outdoors Colorado (lottery money) project. "It's a win-win, situation for everyone," Molock said. "The town really gets their money's worth, because we usually get done with our projects early, which leaves us time to do other things for them. It's also cheaper than paying professionals to do the work."

According to Molock, the town of Johnstown likely contacted him because it heard about the work the Corps did in Frederick. "In 14 days we built a dog park, planted over 200 trees, over 900 shrubs, built bird houses, laid over 9,000 pounds of mulch and worked on trails," he said. "It also rained and snowed while we were working."
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Molock has seen a lot of positive changes, but has seen his share of challenges as well during the last four years with the program.

"My first year with this program I had a kid quit with just 20 days left," he said. "It killed me -- he said he'd rather go back to jail. I've realized that unless you want it, I don't care what it is, if you don't want it, it ain't gonna happen. If you want to stop the drugs or going to jail, it will not happen until you want it, and that's a big part of my conversation with these kids when they come in."

At the end of each group's time in the program, there is a formal graduation for the kids - something Molock said is his favorite part.

"Graduation is the most rewarding thing for me," he said. "Each kid has to give a speech that day about what the Corps means to them, and everybody is in tears. Everybody on that day is truly able to see what has happened to that child in that time frame."

Molock also seems to like working in his own backyard. In fact, he plans to do just that, literally.

"This development has said there will be 22 acres of park behind it and it's my goal that we're a part of it somehow," he said of his home in Carlson Farms.

