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Healthy Kids, Healthy Choices
By Peter J. Koutoujian, Middlesex Sheriff

When I was growing up, summer was met with unbridled activity. My days were filled with bike riding, playing basketball, climbing trees and swimming. 
Not much has changed since I was a child; kids still run, jump and swim. Though more often than not, they do so by flicking their wrist and pressing buttons on a controller, all from the comfort of the living room couch. 

This is not a new argument. Parents, pediatricians and policy makers alike have been arguing for years about getting children away from the television and into the backyard. Nevertheless, the bottom line is the same. Occupying our children with vigorous, educational and safe activities is necessary to raising healthy children who make healthy choices. 
When I initially contemplated pursuing the job of Sheriff, I immediately noticed connections between my experiences and the diverse set of responsibilities associated with the role. The legal system and law enforcement protocol was ingrained in me from my time as a prosecutor. My work as a domestic violence advocate provided invaluable insight into potential inmate programs and victim advocacy plans. But it was my work on youth programs that stood out when I paired it with the Middlesex Sheriff's Office Youth Public Safety Academy (YPSA). 

The YPSA, which began twelve years ago, is a collaborative effort between the Sheriff's Office and local police, fire and EMS departments. Cadets, ages 9 - 11, attend this free summer program in Billerica to learn basic first aid skills, fire safety, tour their local police and fire stations, view K-9 demonstrations and participate in numerous activities that teach the importance of self-esteem, teamwork and staying active. Each week a different group of Middlesex communities participate, with the program tailored to the specific city or town. 
I attended the YPSA graduations as a legislator, meeting confident cadets and proud parents. This year I have attended in a different capacity: as Sheriff. Along with my public safety partners, I am confident in the positive impact this program has on young people. 

Cadets learn specific skills to help protect them and their families. They crawl through a replica smoke-filled room, learning how to stay low, roll and escape a burning home. We practice the classic credo of not talking to strangers and even test the cadets at week's end. Cyber bullying and internet safety have been incorporated to teach children to trust their instincts and only communicate with the right authority figures. Teams work together at the Boys and Girls Club to climb a seemingly insurmountable wall and cross a ropes course. 
Most importantly, children form bonds with public safety role models, namely their local police officers, EMS technicians, fire fighters and sheriff's office personnel. As a result, cadets leave the YPSA knowing how to react and who to trust during an emergency situation.
At the end of the week cadets enter their graduation ceremony as a team, celebrating their collective and individual accomplishments. Their eagerness to learn is vivid; their eagerness to share is heartwarming. One young man took the fire escape plan he created at the YPSA and with his other family members, built it into a three dimensional diorama of his home. Every week, when we ask cadets if they have ever seen their moms or dads drive without wearing a seatbelt, they are never shy about raising their hands to expose their parental culprits. Countless anecdotes from parents reveal how during the week their sons and daughters insisted on seatbelt usage for the entire family.  
By weaving safety and education throughout fun, energetic and thought-provoking activities, we exercise not only the body, but the mind and heart. We replace their i-Pods with K-9s; their X-Box with an obstacle course; the lure of pop-culture celebrity icons with their neighborhood heroes who catch bad guys and put out fires. 

My own sons Peter and Cristian attended the Youth Academy for the first time this year and the only thing that pleased me more than hearing tales from the camp, were their looks of exhaustion after each day. It is our goal at the YPSA to ensure the lessons they and their fellow cadets learned will remain with them as they grow into the next generation of leaders.
Whether or not your children attend the YPSA, the couch is no place for a summer afternoon. The healthy choices we make at home result in healthy kids. And healthy kids make their own healthy choices. 
A schedule, list of participating towns and more information about the YPSA can be found at www.middlesexsheriff.com or by calling the YPSA directly at 978-932-3266.

