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OGDEN -- Although Ogden's CROSS program has been operating for only five months, it has been so successful that one boy was willing to break the law to be accepted for help.
"He wanted to know if he had to commit a crime to get in the program," said Dana Hernandez, coordinator for Community Re-entry Opportunity Social Suppression, or CROSS.
The boy wasn't able to join the program because he's too young, Hernandez said, but staffers were able to connect him to other community resources.
Police Lt. Scott Conley said there have been several success stories since CROSS was implemented.
"We've seen good things since opening. It's not only helping them, but also the community."
CROSS is a court-ordered program in which troubled youths attend counseling sessions and meet with program coordinators Hernandez and Kris Murphy to determine what resources they need to help them be successful, whether it's services from the Division of Vocational Rehabilitation, Supportive Education for Children of Addicted Parents, or the Boys & Girls Club.
Conley said 34 community partners have connected with the CROSS program, which can serve about 20 youths at a time in 10- to 16-week periods. The program has no additional cost to the community entities involved, and the central CROSS program is state-funded.
"We've always had all the resources," said Vern Hairston, civilian gang coordinator with the police department. "The problem is people knowing about them."
One 17-year-old who graduated Thursday said CROSS has given him a support system and helped him set both short- and long-term goals.
"It really keeps me busy with a daily schedule," he said. "If I wasn't here, I'd probably be out doing something stupid."
The teen has a history of committing assaults and participating in gang activities. He said older gang members were the only role models throughout his young life.
"I didn't have anybody to look up to. They had the money, the drugs, the women. I wanted to grow up to be just like them."
But he learned being locked up for assault was a waste of time and fighting was pointless.
He said he has been successful in the CROSS program and is looking forward to graduating from high school and Weber State University and eventually becoming a doctor.
These goals were part of the plan he developed while working with Hernandez and Murphy.
"I always wanted to be a doctor," the teen said, "but there was no possible way I can be a doctor if I'm shooting people and getting in trouble." But that teen isn't the program's only success story, Conley said.
Because the program is so new, there aren't any success rates or hard statistics, just anecdotal tales of changes made and opportunities seized.
Conley said he has received reports from resource officers that one participant who was constantly in trouble at school has since been very respectful and has avoided fights.
Another had gang members come to his home with the intent to jump him into the gang, Conley said, but he told them he didn't want to join.
"As they move away from the gang life, they find out there are other community members out there who care for them," Conley said.
That's the key, Murphy said: creating a space where the participants feel safe, cared for and respected.
"They need to feel that they are important," she said. "They need to feel respected. Some come and are skeptical, but then they realize we don't have our own agenda. We want to do what's best for them."
Doing what's best for the kids sometimes means late-night phone calls and attending appointments with the participants outside of normal hours for Murphy and Hernandez.
"This isn't just 8 to 5 (o'clock)," Conley said. "These two ladies go above and beyond, making contact with them after hours to ensure the success of the kids."
Conley said they hope to keep expanding the program and accept more clients, including those who may not have been court-ordered, and have an impact on changing the demographics of the city.
"We're looking forward to growing by leaps and bounds

