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Weighing Choices

A new private school aims to help overweight boys and girls make

better decisions about how much to eat and how often to exer-
cise.

By RheaR.Borja
Reedley, Calif.

Onafoggy December night, silence envel opsthistiny agricultura town nestled at
thefoot of the SierraNevadamountains. But turn onto anarrow two-lane paved
road, and soon noise punctuatestheair.

Inacorner of a68-acre school campushere, thethwack of hockey stickshitting
blacktop and shouts of teenagers echo acrossacres of peach orchards. Halogen
lightsflood abasketball court where ahalf-dozen middleand high school students
dodge and weave during the street hockey game, their facesrosy-cheeked from
exertion.

It seemslikeatypical after-school game. But such physical activity wasunthink-
ablefor these studentsafew short monthsago.

In September, some couldn’t walk from their dormitory to themain school
building without gettingwinded. A leisurdly two-milebikerideleft them exhausted.

But inthishour-long game, many dart up and down thecourt in short burstsof speed.

Thestudentsattend the private Academy of the Sierras, billed asthenation’ sfirst
weight-lossschool for obeseteenagers. Studentsmust beat |east 30 poundsover-
weight for two yearsto attend theyearl ong boarding school , which offersmandatory
exercise, behaviora therapy, college-prep classes, and ahealthy food regimen.

Theaim: shedding and keeping off excesspoundsthroughimproving all dimen-
sionsof astudent—academic, emotional, and physical, school administratorssay.
Theschool has 32 students, many of them girls, and may enroll upto 70 8th to
12th graders by the end of the school year.

“WEe reteaching alifestyle, ahealthy obsession,” saysDanid S. Kirschenbaum,
thedirector of Hedlthy Living Academies, adivision of thefor-profit Aspen
Education Group, which ownsthe Academy of the Sierras. The company, based
in Cerritos, Calif., operates 30 therapeutic boarding schools, aswell asweight-
losscampsand outdoor education programsin 11 states.

That meansthat whileacademy staff membersguidethe students, theresponsibil-

Each student receives a
fitness test during orientation
week. The test includes taking
“before” body measurements,
as personal trainer John
Peterson does with student
Ma Mahedy, 16.
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A game of volleybdl endsthe
second day of orientation for
staff and students at the newly
opened Academy of the
Sierras, whichishillingitself as
thefirst residential boarding
school for overweight teensin
the nation. Center is Terry

Henry, 16.

Students and staff enjoy the
fireand roast marshmallowsfor
S Mores after an evening walk
into the woods. The group
later told ghost stories around
thefire. Left toright are
program founder Ryan Craig,
students Jarrett Fitzpatrick and
Terry Henry.



ity to changebad habitsrestson thestudents’ shoulders.
Sothe students constantly monitor themselves: They write
down the number of caloriesand fat gramsthey eat at
eachmeal. They wear pedometers (asdoesthe staff) to
ensurethey walk at least 10,000 stepsdaily. And they
keepjournasnoting their emotional, physical, and aca-
demic progress.

.L_ - 4
During orientation
week, a student fills
out a questionnaire
that asks the teenagers
about their goalsfor
the program.

Crystal Arispe, 20, left, Krystal
Cvitanovich, 18, center, and
Terry Henry, 16, relax inthe
Academy’s main lobby, a
gathering place for students
during the morning break.

“ Sdlf-monitoring iskey to successful weight loss,” says
Molly Carmel, who asclinica director isinchargeof the

school’ shehavior therapy program. “ Everyoneisempow-
ered.”

Unlike other popular weight-lossprograms, the academy
doesn’t gtint onfood. Studentscan havetheir fill of acolorful
salad andfruit bar, whichfeatures* uncontrolledfoods’ that
arelowincaoriesandfat. “ Controlled foods’—such as
baked ham, rice, and potato pancakes—are carefully
measured by cafeteriaempl oyees. Students can come back
for seconds, but must notetheamountsintheir food journals.

Mal Mahedy, aveteran of weight-loss campsat age 16, says
she'slearninganew way toeat. “ Thereareal ot of different
selectionshere,” shesays. “Not likeat weight-losscamp,
wheredl | atewereveggieburgers.”

Cooking hedlthy, low-fat mealsisalso oneof thepractica
skillsthe studentslearn. They prepared most of thedishesfor
both the school’ s Thanksgiving dinner and Christmasbanquet.

“Beforel camehere,” Mal saysasshechopsonionsin
culinary class, “1 didn’'t even know how to crack anegg.”
That isone of many differences studentsexperiencewhen
they comehere.

Another isthat the ubiquitous noise of modern technologiesis
muted. GameBoys, televisions, and computersarebarred
from dorm rooms. Internet useislimited to academicre-
searchinacomputer lab under adult supervision, and stu-
dentsareallowed to call homejust twiceaweek. Thelone
TV set resdesintheworkout room, infront of shiny new
exercise machines.

“If yourealy wanttosee' TheO.C.,’ ” saysprogram
director DanBarney, referring to the popul ar teenage drama,
“you havetodoitwhileonatreadmill.”

Infact, the studentsexercisethroughout theday, starting with

ThreeMonthsL ater, 50 PoundsL ighter

When 12-year-old Jarrett Fitzpatrick first
cametothe Academy of theSierras, he
carried more than 200 poundson his5-
foot-5 frame.

The sandy-haired 8th grader from suburban
Chicagowasapro at air hockey, but
fumbledin moreactive pursuitssuch as
volleyball and softbal. Hisexcessweight
prematurely woredown hisshoes, and he
regularly got blisterson hisfeet.

Athisoldmiddleschool, thinner classmates
taunted him, hisgradesplummeted, and he
had very low self-esteem, hisfather says.
And Jarrett, who hasthree ol der, thinner
sblings, continued to gainweight.
“Onceyou realittle overweight, someone
makesfun of you, and you start overeating
to makeyoursdlf fed better,” sayshisfather,
Brian Fitzpatrick, asmall-businessowner
and retired commoditiesbroker.

So Jarrett cameto the academy, which was
founded to meet the needs of studentswho
areoverweight. Hewas unsure about the
school at first, headmits, and sometimes
got overwhelmed with itsexpectations.

Butinhisfirst threemonthsat theacademy,
Jarrett lost 50 pounds. Hisgradeshave
improved, and he seemsto have calmed
down and matured, hisfather says.




atwo- tothree-milewalk at 7a.m. and ending at 10 p.m.
with avigorousgame of hockey or basketball. They have
weekly sessionswith apersonal trainer, and sometimesthe
studentsgo on active overnight trips, such ascamping and
hiking in nearby Kings Canyon National Park.

Many of thestudentsherelacked the study skills, discipline,
and motivation to get good gradesat their former schools. So
each of them getsapersonal academic plan and attends
mandatory study hall every night after dinner. Academic
director KristaChikwavaa soworkswiththestudents home
schoolsto ensure studentstakethe classesthey need so they
will be on track when they return to those schools.

Classeshereareharder than at hisold school in Fort Lau-
derdale, Fla, saysKevinMarema, 12. “ Thedeadlinesfor
assgnmentsarelonger, andtheteachersaren’t constantly
reminding us,” hesays. “ Soit putsmoreresponsibility on
the student.”

Therapy isaso amajor component of the academy. Many of
the students, who were often teased at their old schools,

battle behaviora or mental-health problems. So they attend two group-therapy

sessionsand two individua sessionsaweek.

The sessionshel p students understand the emotional issuesunderlying their weight
gain. And they learn how to better copein aworld that temptspeoplewitha
doublecheeseburger and friesin onecommercia, only to taunt themwithimages

of gtick-thinmodd sinanother.

“[Therapy] isthe heart of the changeprocess,” saysKirschenbaum.

TheAcademy of the Sierrasisaventureinto theunknown for the Aspen Educa-
tion Group. No blueprint existed for such aschool, saysDavid Burns, the

academy’ sdirector of operations.

Many of the students, who
were often teased at their old
schools, battle behavioral or

mental-health problems.
coupleof years, Burnssays.

ThreeMonthsL ater, 50 Pounds
Lighter (continued)

When hewashomefor Christmas, Jarrett
continued to count hiscaoriesreligioudy.
When hewent tothemovies, heasked
whether the popcorn wasair-popped or
cookedinail, sayshisfather, anused.

Some of Jarrett’ shealthy habitshaveaso
rubbed off on hisfather, 48, who now
wearsapedometer to track hisdaily steps,
andtriesto eat morehealthfully.

“I redlly questioned whether ahealthy diet
and exercisewould work,” saysMr.
Fitzpatrick. “ Andit’' sworking wonderfully.”

—RheaR. Borja

e
Pool activities are popular at
Academy of the Sierras. A
night swim session in the
heated campus pool draws
many students, as well as
residential adviser Tyler
Cornell, right. Students have
scheduled physical activities
until 10 p.m. on most nights.

Thecompany hassunk at least $5 millioninto buying and renovating the school
and itscapaciousgrounds, which border theKingsRiver. Theschool, oncea
convaescent hospita run by Mennonites, likely won't seeaprofit for at leasta

It opened as childhood-obesity ratesarearising concern. The percentage of overweight 6- to 19-year-olds
nationwide hastripled since 1980, to 16 percent, according to the Atlanta-based Centersfor Disease Control
and Prevention. Consequently, obesity-related illnesses such as Type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and deep apnea

haveincreased sharply in children and adol escents.

“Wehavereally fumbled theball,” saysPaul M. Ribid, aprofessor of health and exercise scienceat Wake



Forest University inWinston-Salem, N.C. “Inthissociety, exerciseisgoneand
foodiseverywhere.”

What' smost darming, headds, isthat whiletheincreasing ratesof obesity in
adultshave been gradual, therisein childhood obesity has been moredramatic.

Sothe Academy of the Sierrasisanideawhosetimehascome, Ribid says. He

L , _ d student Mal Mah
applaudshow theschool istrying to change unhealthy behaviorsgradualy andina andk tggg'her after Cr;gy

supportivesetting. loaned Mahedy his socks to
help relieve a blister she
“ A school that teachesthem about their bodies and showsthat everyone can developed. Students begin

each day at 7 am. with a
mandatory physical activity
such as the popular two-mile
lap around farming fields

At 16, Terry Henry sportsmultiplebody piercings, messy hair, and animpishgrin.  surrounding the school.
Hefavorsblack T-shirtswith statements such as“ Chaos. Pain. Disorder. | seemy
work hereisdone,” and displaysan often-bawdy sense of humor.

managetheir ownweightisgood,” hesays.

In September, the 5-foot-11 student from Exeter, N.H., weighed 511 pounds,
couldn’twalk ablock without wheezing, and couldn’ t get off acouchwithout help.
By December, hewas 116 poundslighter and had dropped 11 clothing sizes.

F

He sayshe smoreenergetic and routinely logsmorethan 20,000 stepsaday. And Academy_exécutive director
Terry, who oncesammed hisfistintoabrick wall in frustration, feelslessangry Ryan Craig serves Tiara

Jones, 16, left, aweighed
portion of pasta during a
holiday dinner the week

and more sdlf-confident. Helooksforward to going hometo hisfamily and friends.

“1 get to show them my new self,” hesayswithashy smile. before Christmas break. The
school considers higher-
Other studentshavesimilar tales. In September, many wereat timessullen and calorie caféteriachoices

sluggish. All werehomesick. By mid-December, they look markedly thinnerand - controlied foods” and

areavailableinunlimited
Kevin, who haslost 40 pounds so far, and now weighsabout 200 pounds, says quantities. The students,
both of his parents have had gastric-bypasssurgery, which reducesastomachto ~ Whomodified existing recipes
thesizeof agolf ball. Hedidn' t want that in hisfuture. Sohechosetogotothe ‘o Mmakethemhealthier,
g . : . : 9 cooked the entire meal.
academy. “ Thiswasamost my last resort,” Kevin says.

Being teenagers, thestudentsstill 1apseinto bouts of uncertainty and moodiness. And sometimesthetension
between studentsis palpable. Tempersflare.

“There salot of dramahereright now,” says TiaraJones, 16, onemorning beforefinal examsasaclassmate
yellsin exasperation to another, who screamsback.

Y et for themost part, the students are supportive of one another, and even comfortable enough to pokefun at
themselves.

Onemorning inthe computer lab, 12-year old Jarrett Fitzpatrick Googles*“fat animals.” Imagesof portly cats
pop up on hiscomputer screen. Scrolling over aphoto of arotund prairiedog, he stagewhispers, “ That’ sthe
AOSmascot.”



Another night, ahandful of studentsswimintheschool’ sheated outdoor pool
despitethechilly temperature. Steam risesfrom thewater as16-year-old Theresa
Cocuzzagetsready todivein.

“Watchit!” sheydlstothestudentsaready inthepool. “ Fat person coming
through!”

Krystal Cvitanovich answers
a question during a classroom
orientation session led by

They laugh good-naturedly, but Jarrett admonishesher. “We'redl fat,” hesays.

“Youcan'tsaythat.” academic director Krista
Chikwava during students
“Yes| can. I’'mnot skinny,” Theresasaysindignantly. first week on campus. The

school, which currently has
32 students, is steadily
expanding its enrolIment but
plans to keep class sizes
Shedoesn'treply, but looks pleased. Indeed, whileher pink one-pieceswimsuitis  below 15 students per class.
not, infact, faling off, itissevera sizestoo big. Over the past few months, she's

lost morethan 40 pounds.

“Youare” heinggts. “Y our suitisfalling off of you.”

But expertssay that losing weight isonly half the battle. Keeping theweight off is
thereal test. Judith S. Stern, the co-founder and vice president of the \Washington-
based American Obesity Association, isoneexpert whoistaking await-and-see
approach before drawing conclus onsabout the academy.

The original “group of seven,”
“I haveno doubt they’ |l loseweight whenthey’ reinthe program,” shesaysof the  the first set of students at

students. “ But what about when they go back home?’ Academy of the Sierras, has
their last combined cognitive

: N behavioral th ion i
That’ ssomethingtheacademy preparesfor, saysCarmel, theclinica director. The 0 aﬂok:efor:{ﬁzérﬁ; T)f' "

studentsgotoloca restaurantseach month, for example, to get used to ordering two new students signals the
nutritiousmeals. They’ vegoneon ascavenger hunt at aloca supermarket tofind necessity of bresking up into
low-fat food. Teachersand membersof the smaller group meetings. L eft

toright, Jarrett Fitzpatrick, 12,
Terry Henry, 16, Ma Mahedy,
16 and Theresa Cocuzza, 16.

times sullen and sluggish. All their children’ sprogressand how they canhelp

werehomesick. By mid- | them oncethey return.
December, they look markedly

thinner and seem more

confident. | Andoncethestudentsleavetheschool, they'l

participateinasix-month online“after care”

program. TheWeb sitewill includeajournal so
they can keep monitoring their diet and exercise, amessage board so they can
chat with other students, and avenueto communicatewith an academy therapist.

“Westart dischargeplanning fromday one,” saysCarmel. .
gep g Y il Jarrett Fitzpatrick relaxesinthe

. o . Kings River, the destination of
Thanksgiving wasthefirst timethe studentswerehome. Almost al kept monitor- gz off.campus Saturday bike

ing what they ate. Only two gained weight, which waslessthan apound. ride from Academy of the
Sierrasin September. To the

But many of the studentsdid not keep exercising, saysRyan Craig, theacademy’s  "ght is recreational therapist
MelissaFreeman.



executivedirector. So whenthestudentswent homefor Christmas, they weregiven
persondizedingtructionson how tokeep physicaly active.

Another criticism of the school isitspricetag. At $5,500 amonth, or $44,000 per
school year, theacademy isout of reach for most families. The poor and some
minority groupshave higher obesity ratesthan the national average, notesAlicia

M oag-Stahlberg, the executivedirector for Action For Healthy Kids, aSkokie,
11.-based nonprofit organi zation that aimstoimprovenutrition and physicd activity
inpublicschools.

“For alot of kids, thisschool isn’t going to be an affordable option,” shesays.

Theacademy’ smonthly costisinthe upper rangefor therapeutic boarding
schools, which cost $3,700 to $5,500 amonth, according to the Prescott, Ariz.,-
based Nationa Association of Therapeutic Schoolsand Programs.

Craig pointsout that medical insurance often coversaportion of the school fees.
Headdsthat the school offersastudent loan program, and may promote scholar-
shipsfor sudentsinthefuture.

Ononeof thelast school nightsin December, multicolored lightsswirl inadark-
ened room, Usher’s“Y eah!” poundsonthe stereo system, and studentswave
neon-green glow-sticksintimewith the hip-hop beat. A machineblowsbubbles
abovethestudents bobbing heads.

It stheacademy’ sfirst holiday dance, and al of thestudentsarethrowing their
best moves on thedancefloor. Inafew days, they go homefor Christmas, and
thestudents exuberanceisinfectious.
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In her dorm room, Jessi Fay,
17, getshelp with her hair from
residential adviser ElsaGarza
in preparation for the holiday
formal at the school that
evening. Students hired a disc
jockey and decorated for the
event, which they dubbed
“Winter Jam.” The event was
held to celebrate the end of
the semester.
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Strobe lights flash in the main
room of thegirls’ dorm during
“Winter Jam” while students
dance. Left isKrystal
Cvitanovich.

They singaong. They jump up and down. Terry playsair guitar and hopson both feet. Hegetscarried away,
andfalsonthe confetti-littered floor. But hedoesn' t retreat to the sidelinesin embarrassment.

Instead, helaughs, getsup, and brusheshimself off. He startsdancing again.



Portraits

Krystal Cvitanovich, 18
San Pedro, CA
September, 2004

Jarrett Fitzpatrick, 12
St. Charles, IL
September 2004

JamieSchleifer, 15
Edison, NJ
September 2004

Crystal Arispe, 20
Sacramento, CA
September 2004

Terry Henry, 16
Exeter, NH
September 2004

Krystal Cvitanovich, 18
San Pedro, CA
December, 2004

weight lost: 43 pounds

Jarrett Fitzpatrick, 12
St. Charles, IL
December 2004

weight lost: 49 pounds

Jamie Schleifer, 15
Edison, NJ

December 2004

weight lost: 33 pounds

Crystal Arispe, 20
Sacramento, CA
December 2004

weight lost: 57 pounds

Terry Henry, 16

Exeter, NH

December 2004

weight lost: 116 pounds



