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Running for a reason: Romulus girls get lesson in
fitness, self-esteem

By MIKE MASLANIK/Finger Lakes Times
Saturday, December 9, 2006 11:37 PM CST

SENECA FALLS - One by one, 21 sweaty, red-faced girls
trotted across the finish line at New York Chiropractic
College's athletic center.

Shouts of “Way to go girls!” erupted from the parents who
lined the indoor track to cheer the kids on during a roughly
3-mile run/walk.

Leading the cheers was Kate Whitney, a physical education
teacher at Romulus Elementary School and prime mover
behind the state's only Girls on the Run chapter.

“I knew all of you could do it. I'm so proud of you today,”
she said, before breaking a celebratory huddle with an
exhortation of “Girls on the run, catch us if you can!”

The run, the culmination of the 12-week fitness and
self-esteem course, wasn't really a race in the traditional
sense, Whitney said earlier. The girls, ages 9 to 11, were
competing with themselves to prove they could run.

“This program isn't about winning or losing,” Whitney said.
“It's OK not to be first, but it's not OK to not show up.”

Developed in 1996 by four-time Hawaii Ironman Triathlete
Molly Barker, Girls on the Run combines aerobic exercise
with self-esteem building activities to help young girls break
free from the superficial expectations placed on them by
society.

The program is aimed at girls in fifth- and sixth-grades,

since that's the age when such messages take hold, Whitney

said.

“At this age, girls start thinking ‘I'm not skinny enough’ or ‘I
don't wear the right clothes," she said. “We need to stop
telling them to be something they're not and start
celebrating how beautiful they are.”

In fact, on the first day of the twice-weekly intramural
sessions, Whitney asked the around 30 girls what makes

them special. One girl, 10-year-old leukemia survivor Teresa
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The program received rave reviews from parents and girls
alike.

“You can just see how well the girls get along, and the
coach (Whitney) is just wonderful,” said Lynn Merlone, of
Romulus, mother of Alexis Stambeck. “I'd recommend it to
every age group.”

Richard Cooper, of
Geneva, said he liked the

character-building that his granddaughter, Abbigail Kine,
experienced.

“It gives her well-rounded skills that will help her become a
good citizen,” he said.

Between sips of ice water, the girls themselves endorsed the
program.

“It's cool because Coach Whitney teaches us that we're all
different and that makes us beautiful,” said Samantha Seil,
12. “Plus we get to exercise and learn how to live healthy.”

After the first successful Girls on the Run course, Whitney is
hungry to expand to Waterloo and Geneva, she said.
Although much of her training and certification was
underwritten mostly by ITT Goulds and the Delta Kappa
Gamma women educators society, Whitney still needs more
money to start the two other chapters.

“Instead of reaching 30 girls, I'd like to work with 150,”
Whitney said. “These are all beautiful girls who haven't been
told that often enough.”

mmaslanik@fltimes.com
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