ELEM (Youth in Distress) helps kids get back on track

By ERIKA PRAFDER

EVER underestimate the val-
ue of an outstretched hand
or a positive role model
For 1G-year-old Alon, such assis-
tange helped him go from mouth-
ing off in school to speaking before
Israeli President Shimon Peres,
Originally from Kiryat Gat, a
city 35 miles south of Tel Aviv, Alon
went through a challenging, rebel-
lious stage of his life, and was in
danger of spiraling out of control.
Luckily, a friend referred him to
Hafuch al Hafucl - an organiza-
tion of 13 national counseling centers spread
throughout Israel that are operated by ELEM
(Youth in Distress), The o-year-old orpani-
zation advocates for juveniles at risk.
“When [ first came, I was closed and intro-
verted. It was hard to open up to other people,”
Alon says via a franslator. “But by getting to
know others there, and others getting to know
me, I built up my self-esteeny,” he continues.
At the time, “T was getting into a lot of ar-
guments with teachers at school. T was not
able to control myself and would answer
them back. Through the help of Hafuch, I
learned self-control. I learned how to count
to 10 rather than just lashing out,” he says.
While BELEM operates in Israe), its board
is located in New York City. “We work with
a professional committee of educators and
psychologists to [develop] innovative ways
to work with teens at risk in Israel,” says
ELEM/America executive director Michele
Carlin.
ELEM extends ifs services to kids ages
12 to 20 who are still in school but at risk
of dropping out, as well as to teens who are
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There are a doze Hafuc‘ t Hafuch centers currenily
operating throughout isragl, with profassional staff and
over 400 volunteers.

of immigrants who have difficulty assimitat-
ing and end up on the street. And then there
are those living with post-traumatic stress
due to the security situation there —~ kids
who are living in border towns with mis-
siles coming aver,” explains Carlin, “We also
waork with Arabs, a minority in Israel [about
20 percent of the population there], who
don't feel they have the same advantages,”
she adds.

One of the ways in which ELEM reaches
troubled vouth is through its outreach vans.
“Our vans operate in 18 cities, traveling out
at night to bring humanitarian aid to kids
living on the street. We bring food, water
and clothes, and set up chairs outside our
vans and talk to them,” says Carlin, “If they
need a place to stay, we refer them to other
services in the community.”

Approximately 50,000 contaets with such
young peaple are made annually, according
to the organization’s executive director.

Mentoring and voeational training pro-
grams are offered as well. “Many of these
kids dunt have }msmve influences in their
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Socia! workers reach out to teens at 4 coungel-
fing center, They are open five days a week in the
afterncon and evening.

to be chefs and pastry chefs,” says Carlin,
“We teach them how to get up in the morn-
ing to be at work on time and what to wear
0 work. Many of these kids don't have any-
one in their lives to set such examples for
them,” she adds.

[0 become one of ELEM’s 2,000 volun-
teers (they're the largest volunteer group in
Israel), you must be an adult over the age of
2z, and be willing to commit {0 the organiza-
tion for at least one yean

At its counseling centers, which are
staffed by social workers, “We offer work-
shops on sexual identity, getting a job, con-
traception, and other issues teens are inter-
ested in," says Carlin.

Thanks to ELEM, Alon, now more con-
fident and aware of his strengths and abili-
ties, plans to become a flying technician in
the Tsraeli Air Force, he gays,

“One of the greatest highlights in my
life was being chosen 1o meet with Shimon
Teres to represent ELEM,” says Alon.

He and a few other youth being helped
by ELEM were asked (o meet with the re-
nowm,d po%mcal leader to discuss how the

happen. I“E)day I'have & much better sense
of who I am and what 'm capable of doing,
I'm confident 'l be able to continue and ac-
complish my plans for an army career.”



