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Mentoring program gives kids a different view of police

As Rochester police officers Frank and Ebony Archetko walked through the hallway of School 36, wary
students greeted them with, "Who are you taking to jail?" or "Who's in trouble this time?"

But the students inside Room 114 ran to embrace the officers. They didn't see the badge, gun or handcuffs.

They saw a trusted friend.

The Archetkos are among the 15 city police officers who volunteered this year in the Generation Two, or G2,
nonprofit mentoring program, which assigns one volunteer to one student to spend time together weekly for
the duration of the school year.

Concerned that children from high-crime neighborhoods saw police officers as adversaries, G2 program
director Melanie Mroz wanted to encourage more officers to participate.

"The kids get to see these people in a fun environment," Mroz said. "They didn't see them as police officers."

Mroz said the officers initially met with the students for months in civilian clothes, to avoid the intimidation
of the uniform. Later, after the children were excited to see them, they revealed they were police officers and
began mentoring in uniform.

"Withholding that information from the children initially gave them time to make up their own minds about
this person," she said. "I don't know of any negative reactions."

The Archetkos have been mentors in the program since October. When the couple share their 30 minutes of
quality time with the first-graders, it's all about catching up with their friends and having fun together.

Frank said the program is a positive highlight to his week, which is generally filled with resolving serious and
sometimes tragic situations.

"For me, I've regained the sense of what a police officer is, from a role model aspect ? not just I show up and
take someone to jail," he said.

Frank said he and 6-year-old Constantine Murrell spent about two months meeting before he told him he was
a police officer ? and it wasn't a big deal at all.

"I was expecting more of a reaction from the kid," he said. "They see you in one light and now you're just a
guy showing up in a different outfit."

Constantine said he gets excited when it's time to hang out with Frank, play games and take part in other
activities.

"They make you safe," Constantine said about police officers. "When I first came here I thought it was going
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to be boring but now I know it's fun."

Rochester Police Chief James Sheppard said the program is not just an opportunity for children to have better
views of law enforcement, but also a chance for his officers to learn from the interaction. Sheppard said
officers usually engage with kids during problematic situations and this program allows the officers to see the
kids as individuals.

"They probably went into it with a different mindset than they came out of it with," he said. "Because it's
positive. It's super-positive."

Sheppard said he hopes the good relationship with the kids and officers will be long-lasting.

"I want them to come to us as role models and mentors," he said. "If we establish a relationship with a young
person at 6 years old, it's going to be more enhanced when they're 16."
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Click on this story at DemocratandChronicle.com to watch a video about Generation Two.
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