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DEATH PENALTY AWARENESS WEEK 

AT PURCELL MARIAN HIGH SCHOOL

The week of September 24 was Death Penalty Awareness Week at Purcell Marian High School in Cincinnati, OH.  The objectives of the week were: to raise awareness of the issues surrounding the death penalty; promote discussion and dialogue within the student body around the death penalty; promote a culture of life; to present the teachings of the Church with regard to the death penalty.  The week was jointly planned by the Coordinator of Community Service, the Director of Campus Ministry, and the Mission Effectiveness Team.
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Guest Speaker.  On Monday, September 24, Sr. Alice Gerdeman, CDP, from the Intercommunity Justice and Peace Center of Cincinnati spoke to the student body about the death penalty, giving facts and statistics.  She also gave first hand accounts from her work with both death row inmates and murder victims’ families.  Furthermore, Sr. Alice presented alternatives to the death penalty and arguments against it.  She also fielded questions from the students.
[image: image3.jpg]



Columbus Rally.  On Wednesday, September 26, six students and religion Teacher Ted Ward traveled to Columbus, OH, to attend the Stand Up to End Executions interfaith prayer service, workshop and rally.  It included a march to the steps of the statehouse.  The trip was coordinated through the Intercommunity Justice and Peace Center and the Archdiocese of Cincinnati.  The students who participated commented that it was very worthwhile and that they learned a great deal.
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Petition.  On Wednesday and Thursday of the week, students and faculty were given the opportunity to sign a petition calling on the Governor and state legislators to halt executions in Ohio and begin a comprehensive study of the death penalty in the state.  For the students, this was a hands-on civics lesson, showing them the democratic-petition process and a simple, nonviolent way to have their voice heard.  
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Ongoing Events.  Each morning, school chaplain Fr. Bill Cross led the school in an appropriately themed prayer (i.e. to end the death penalty, for a culture of life, for victims of murder, etc.)  As part of the daily morning announcements, a death penalty update was also read.  It was a quote, fact, or current event pertaining to the death penalty.  Also in the morning, a trivia question was asked and students were given the opportunity to submit their answer with one winner randomly chosen each day.  Throughout the hallways, informational posters were hung with facts and figures pertaining to the death penalty.

Curriculum.  Before the week began, teachers were given several websites with curricular information and were encouraged to use the information in their classes as they saw fit.  Some teachers allowed for a general discussion/debate of the topic after the guest speaker, and some incorporated it more formally into their lesson planning.  
Overall.  As a whole, I feel that the week was quite worthwhile and productive.  I heard many positive comments from both students and teachers.  The activities lead to dialogue and deeper thinking and questioning about the issues surrounding the death penalty.  It was a week of educating for service, justice, and peace, as well as adaptation and change.  Some recurring themes that I heard were those around the racial inequities when administering the death penalty, a general raising of consciousness about the social and moral issues involved, and a willingness to listen to another’s point of view when it differed from their own.  One teacher commented that it helped her realize that we are part of something much bigger than ourselves.  The hope is that students will continue to explore and probe the seeds that were planted during this week.  
