Program
aims to
stop ‘brain
drain’

Top-natch studenis earn
rewards and learn about local jobs.

BY MARY PICKELS
TRIGUNE -V~

Kayla Pongrac likes voluntesting. The senior ai
Shade-Central City High School in Somersei
County has helped the Leukemia & Lymphoma 5o
clety's Light the Might Walk, Habital for Huma-
ity and the Humane Society of Somerset County.

Two vears ago, she joined the Challenge Pro-
gram, a nonprofit organization that maiches high
schools with business parmers who contribute fi:
nancial rewards 1o desarving studenis.

“The awards don't jusi go to jocks or popular
kids.” said Pongrac, 17. “Everyone has a chance.
It's given me 50 many opportuniiies.”

It’s also given her 8500 s0 faras a (wo-Lime win-
ner for cominunity service. : .

Pongrde, who hopes 10 siudy jouenalism and
ereative writing, stashed balf her winnings na
college savings account and put the rest oward &
lapiop compurer.

AtaChallenge breakiast mecting, a locsl news:
paper editor learned of her writing abilily and
asked her to contribute a regular colwnn for The
Daily American in Somerset
Stop the brain drain’

Challenge Program founderand Johnswown na
tive Danlal T. Perking came from humble begin-
nings, but now heads his own company, MTS
Technologles Inc. The Virginia-basad company,
which has a Johnstown offics, provides business
and management consulticg, engineering, logis-
tics, information iechinologies and syswems analy-

SIE,

Perkins created the Challenge Progrim as &
way 10 discourage the exodus of youw peaple
from thelr honte commuunities

The initiative to both entice and ieward pariic-
wlarly noteworthy high school students began in
the 200504 school year in Cambria County.,

“The intcrest just grew overnight,” Perking
sald, “We hope to whke i natiopal.”

In the 2006-07 school year, T2 schools partici-
pated, with 834 students winning prizes of $250
each.

Cne of them is Tyler Doppelieuer, 16, a junior
at Connellsville Area High Schocl in Fayeite
County, who woi two awards in his soplhonre
vaar. He earned $500 for highest grade-poini aver-
age and community service.

He has raised funds (o improve the clly's Austin
Park, coached Special Olymypics events, rung a
bell for the Salvalion Army and regularly holds
cleanup sessions al Yough River Park. He re
cently convinced a local greenhiouse w donale 17
Nats of Nlowers jor the bike wail.

When he learned that he could whiy money for
his community service, he decided wo geL inore or-

“Liry wencourage people my age,” said Doppel-
heuer, who plans toenter poliiics ater colleps and
law school

He donated a portion of his winnings o the
Austin Park project, and banked the rest for
college.

CAUY A THEN TRISUHE -REVIEW

Tyler Doppelnever, 16, a Connelisville Area High Schoel junior, helped
to plant these flower beds along Third 5t. in Connellsville.
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Program gains ground
Studente in 10th, 11th and 12th
grades in participating schoals
in Pannsylvania and Delawara
can qualify in the categories of
most improved academically,
best atendance, most COMm-
nity service and best overall
grade-point average.
Reglonally, the nonprofit pro-

| gram incledes schools in Arm-

Washington counties.

Seven Westnoreland County
schools recently signed om:
Hempfield Area High Schoal,
Greater Lamobe High School, Mit.
Pleasant Area Junlor/Senlor
High School, Laure]l Valley Mid-
dle/High School, Ligonler Val-
lay High School, Burrell High
School and Cenfral Westmore-
land Caresr Technology Canier.

Challengs President Donato B.
Zucco and executive director
Barbara Grandlnetti said they
hope to include all Westmaore-
land County schools by &L

Mary Dreliszak, manager of
program development, said the
program s in talks with Al-

gorve as ambassadors, pioviding
the $3,000 per school in awards,
and speaking to students about
business and job opportunities
in their communities.

“One of the best lvestments
they make is that they get to sae
the payback,” Zucco said.

The business ambassadors’
goal, Grandinett: said, is to con-
vinece students that opportunities

Krista Myers. spolieswoman
for L. Robert Kimball & Associ-
ates Inc. in Ebensburg in Cam-

and  pyja County, said the company

has been a sponsor at Central
Cambria High School in Ebens-
burg for several vears.

[t helps us to communicaie (o
students that there ale career op-
portuntiies in this area. [t's good
leverige to keep kids here,” she
said. “Another reason s it's &
good incontlve program, 3 way of
recognizing kids for doing well.”

Eric Burkley, a guidance
counselor with Greaier Laobe
High School, was familiar with
the program through his former
position with the Ferndale Area
School Distriet in Cambris
County.

‘The program emphasizes the
qualities employers seek out, e

legheny County districts as well, sajd

and hopes to include those schoals
by the 2006-08 school year,

Last year, Pennsylvania See-
retary of Education Gerald L. Za-
horchak endorsad the program
85 "3 proven suceess in motivat:
ing students to perform well in
school by providing Incentives
for academic achievement and
community service. In the
process, the program builds a

| bridge between local high school
| studenis and the business com-

munity that helps reverse the
‘brain drain® in Pepnsylvania.”
Local businesses agree to

“Regardless of where you're
looking to work,” he said, “at-
tendance is important, perform-
anca [s Important.”

The school's business ambas-
sador i5 [dlewild & Soak Zone in
Ligonier Township, which em-
ploys many of the district's stu-
dents, The park also sponsors
Hompfield and M. Pleasantarea
school districts, according to
Challenge afficials.

Mory Plekels can be reached
af mpickels@Eriboeb.com or 724
B365-5401.



