	

	Tragic stories make an !MPACT 

SARAH L. HAMBY Staff Writer 

As Killingly High School students entered the auditorium on Oct. 20, they laughed and joked as they took their seats. Warning signs should have alerted them that perhaps this was not ‘just another assembly,’ as strains of ‘Amazing Grace’ played and staff ensured that tissues were available , but at 9 a.m. on a Monday morning , talk about weekend activities took precedence over what was to come. 
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Click the thumbnails above to see the full size pictures.

In an assembly organized by Technology Educator Bonnie Beland, the entire high school was about to get a wake up call. October 18-24 is National Teen Driver Safety Week, and, said Beland, October is statistically the month that contains the most teenage driving tragedies . In answer to that, Beland invited Sherry Chapman and Donna Jenner to come and speak to the entire school. 

Chapman, of Coventry, is a founding member of !MPACT, a nonprofit organization created by the families of three teens who were killed within an 11-day period and a 25-mile radius of one another in December 2002. Chapman’s son, Ryan, was 19 when he was killed. 

Jenner, of Wolcott, lost her children, Anthony, 17, and Jessica, 14, in Oct. 2007. The crash also took the life of another teenaged girl. 

“This presentation is so powerful… they should be here every year,” said Beland. While !MPACT is involved with teen driving awareness, mock accidents and other prevention presentations at the school, Beland feels that the direct approach is the most powerful, “The mothers speak directly to the students …they make it very personal.” Beland also felt it was particularly important that all grades were in attendance , noting that not just drivers are affected by unsafe practices, since high school students of all ages enter vehicles and have important choices to make. “If we change the thinking of one child, we will have improved our world.” 

Once all of the students had taken their seats, it only took moments before there was near silence. Chapman stood on the stage, sharing the tragic and untimely story of her son’s death, and soon the only sound was the quiet, steady voice of a mother who has lost her only son. 

“Moms always make things right, and this was one thing I could not make right,” Chapman said, describing how she felt as she looked at her son’s body – something encouraged by hospital staff, “I couldn’t touch him,” she said, her voice catching, “I was afraid to hurt him.” 

Later, tears fell in the audience as she explained, “That’s how I care for Ryan now…instead of doing his laundry or making him dinner. I make things right for him in the cemetery.” 

Jenner took the microphone from Chapman to share the story of her loss and to pass on what !MPACT hopes will be enough to keep kids safe. The hole in Jenner’s heart will never heal but, “We get a lot of great feedback,” she said, “We’re real. We’re mothers. Our kids are just like them.” 

On Thurs. morning, Oct. 22, students met in classes to discuss the !MPACT assembly and to fill out feedback forms for the organization. 

Scott Gagnon, 16, has had his driver’s license for five months. “It reminds you to think about it,” he said, “to be safe.” Especially memorable about the !MPACT, Presentation of Mourning Parents assembly was the video montage . “It was the most touching,” agreed fellow student 16-year-old Nick Aolaire. 

Kayla Blanchard, 16, doesn’t have her license yet – she’s saving up – but knows she can count on her mom or a dependable friend for a ride if an unsafe situation ever presents itself. “We have to be more careful…more cautious,” she said, “Be smart with who you drive with.” She found it very sad to hear the two parents tell their stories and said that if she could speak to them she would say, “I wish that there weren’t people out there that weren’t responsible . No one deserves to die like that.” 

To learn more about !MPACT, or Mourning Parents ACT, Inc., visit www. mourningparentsact.org. 


