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Hard Miles, the feature film from Pensé Productions, depicts the uplifting true story
of the cycling team at Rite of Passage’s Ridge View Academy. The film was inspired
by cycling coach and youth care worker Greg Townsend (left), played onscreen by
Matthew Modine (right).




WELCOME

In the early 1980s, Dave McGuire led Rite of Passage’s first long distance bike ride
from Placerville, California to Canada, with sixteen riders, seven of them counselors
guiding the residents of his group home called Wimbledon House. Almost a kid
myself, | was one of those counselors who embarked on an adventure. These were
my first hard miles, ones that would change the course of my life and show me how
| could make an impact on the lives of others.

McGuire started his group home with the idea that these boys who had been
diagnosed with severe emotional problems, who had failed at other placements
in the mental health and juvenile justice systems, could be helped by guidance up
steps on a ladder of well-being, and achieving rewards. Wimbledon House was the
beginning of “group therapy on the side of the road.”

His program focused on experiential sports like tennis, skiing, and cycling where
kids learned about personal growth, self-discovery, overcoming challenges, and
teamwork. As counselors we needed to be able to instruct, challenge, and set
limits, while developing nurturing, therapeutic relationships, which remains the
foundation of all Rite of Passage programs. We continue to develop our programs
in an ever-evolving industry, while holding to this core model of growth and
development in everything we do.

In this year's magazine we're honoring our history and celebrating the evolution of
our agency as we continue providing unique opportunities for youth to thrive in
programs that challenge and inspire them. Through speech and debate, leadership
summits, recording studios, and more, we're giving kids a voice and empowering
them to harness their creativity in unique and powerful ways. We're also excited to
feature Hard Miles, a movie starring Matthew Modine, that follows the true story
of the beginning of the Rite of Passage cycling program. It has been an absolute

pleasure to work with Christian Sander, R.J. Daniel Hanna, and the entire team at
Pensé Productions to get this movie completed and ready for theater release.

To all of Rite of Passage's loyal supporters, stakeholders, employees, and all
the amazing youth we've had the opportunity to work with, thank you for your
encouragement and support these past 40 years. Without all of you, we wouldn't
be able to celebrate these great achievements, and more importantly, continue
improving the lives of youth.

When we rode out of Placerville, | couldn’t have imagined what the next decades
would hold, but I'm truly grateful to continue on this ride of life with our youth,
witnessing countless lives transformed.

ief Executive Officer
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FINDING ANOTHER GEAR

A strong-willed social worker at a residential youth program in Colorado assembles a cycling team of system-involved adolescents and
takes them on a transformative 1000-mile ride. Inspired by the life of Greg Townsend and the Ridge View Academy Cycling Team, this
is the story of how these young men found another gear.

In the spring of 2023, the screenwriting and directing team of Hard Miles, Christian Sander
MATTHEW MODINE

CYNTHIA KAYE McWILLIAMS
JAHKING GUILLORY
JACKSON KELLY

DAMIEN DIAZ

ZAcH ROBBINS

wir LESLIE DAVID BAKER
anp SEAN ASTIN

and R.J. Daniel Hanna, debuted their passion project at the Bentonville Film Festival in Ar-
kansas, unaware of the impact and success it would have on the film festival circuit. Based
on a true story, the film follows beleaguered coach Greg Townsend (Matthew Modine) as he
rounds up an unlikely crew of challenging students for a seemingly impossible bike ride from

Denver to the Grand Canyon.

The people behind the story of Hard Miles have been a part of Rite of Passage since the
beginning. Greg Townsend came to the program in 1986 and has led many life-altering
cross-country cycling tours. These ultra cycling tours are one of the foundational athletic

challenges used by Rite of Passage programs to change lives, change gears.

As with most things in film making, the characters in Hard Miles have been altered and
melded, scenes and storylines both exaggerated and played down, but the final product

ultimately rings true to all who lived this story.

The screen play, written by Christian Sander and R.J. Daniel Hanna, takes ten years of differ-
ent events and merges them into a cohesive story about a 762-mile bike ride that reveals to
each member of the team what they're truly capable of as they work together to overcome
adversity on the road.

Sander was inspired to create Hard Miles after reading a few magazine articles about Townsend and then touring the Ridge View cycling

program. He pursued both Townsend and this passion project for two years be-

fore finally working with Greg.

Greg doesn't like being in the spotlight, which made him shy away from the proj-
ect initially. He's known more for his instinctive ability to connect with kids, like
the character in the movie named Smink who struggles with an eating disorder.
“When you're able to build a foundation of relationship and the kids have buy in,”
says Townsend, “then the real work can begin.”

Blue Fox Entertainment presents Hard Miles:
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He rides bikes with kids, and maintains friendships with the program graduates who inspired the movie's characters. He
says, "It has always been about the relationships. We're not doing this from the sidelines—we're right there with the kids.

That's what makes a difference.”

The Hard Miles team secured notable talent to play ROP staff, including Mathew Modine (Full Metal Jacket, Oppen-
heimer) as Greg Townsend and Sean Astin (Goonies, Rudy, Lord of the Rings) who worked with Modine last in Stranger
Things. Astin plays a bike mechanic, who Townsend says is a composite of several bike shop owners who have supported
Greg's cycling teams throughout the years, but mainly Joel Stein, a bike shop owner in Gardnerville, Nevada, who taught

Greg how to rebuild bikes back in 1986 at the infancy of Rite of Passage.

Star Matthew Modine says it's always “tricky” playing a role based on a real person, although he benefited from the on-
set presence of Greg himself, who became a technical advisor
and part of the crew during filming.

Modine went on to say, “l enjoyed working with everyone in-
volved with the film. I'm so happy that audiences are loving
the film and the positive feelings they have for days and days
after watching it. |

remember  seeing
those movies that
stick with you for [|" Emmm

years. Films that al-
ter your perspective
and help you to see
what you'd never
seen before. It's
wonderful to be a
part of a movie like
this.”

Townsend rides with ROP youth in 1989.




“The bicycle is a physical metaphor for freedom and
balance. When you ride, to keep balance, you must
keep moving forward. That requires effort. Unless
you’re going downhill. Coasting is cool — but every

hill comes to an end. Then what? You have to peddle.”

Matthew Modine

The real-life cycling team was a group from Ridge View Academy, a residential school in Denver operated by ROP for the
Colorado Division of Youth Services. There, young men were given a second chance with a normalized high school experience
instead of juvenile detention. Students at Ridge View could choose cycling among other athletics and could also learn bike

mechanics, skills they could carry with them into the workforce and their future.

“ROP is about providing an exceptional life experience to help kids take a different path," says Townsend. "If we can build a
young person strong enough to deal with life, they will have a much brighter future.”

While making the movie, the actors got “the ROP experience” and found themselves in much better physical shape. They
also discovered why cycling has been a part of this exceptional experience throughout the decades. Rite of Passage founders

understood something that researchers have begun to explore more fully in the past ten years—the neurological benefits.

“There's a lot of science behind cycling and the brain,” says Townsend. “What fires together wires together. It takes about one

and a half hours of mobility, balance, and focus, and then you're pedaling on the best therapist.”

Cycling also builds self-confidence and teaches teamwork. Riders learn to “draft,” or ride behind the wheel of a teammate for
stretches of the ride to reduce wind resistance. They learn to leverage their personal strengths, as climbers or sprinters. They
help each other with food, water, and mechanical failures.

“As the brain and personality change,” says Townsend, “it opens up possibilities. There will be community, family, and strug-
gles along the way, but these changes help break the bonds
to negative forces.”

Townsend recognizes that despite the science behind the
therapeutic elements of cycling and the affinity many
find in the saddle, youth need to find the sport or

activity that helps them change course.

“Looking to the future, we need to continue
creating other avenues, other experiences for
kids who aren’t going to find their path on the
bike. For some it will be something else that

changes their course.” m
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IOUR DE YOUTH

In recognition of Rite of Passage's 40th anniversary, our agency is thrilled to host a special event: the Tour de Youth, a
cross-country bike ride celebrating our agency's four decades of providing unique opportunities for experiential learning and
adventures that connect youth to the natural world and help them thrive.

Led by Greg Townsend, the Tour de Youth aims to guide students on a transformative journey
of mental and physical development. Through hard work, dedication, mental resilience, and per-
severance, participants will embark on a once-in-a-lifetime adventure spanning over 3,000 miles,
joining fellow kids, staff, and alumni from Rite of Passage programs across the country.

Follow along as we embark on an epic journey filled with camaraderie, personal growth, and positive impact:
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| first saw the power of education opportu-
nities and enrichment programs for youth
when | worked with youth at a residential
summer program called Upward Bound,
which was part of President Johnson's War
on Poverty and the Education Opportunity
Act. For eight weeks, kids from low-income
families participated in a rigorous academic
program on the Colorado Women'’s College
campus. Seeing kids thrive through edu-
cation and learning new skills through the
activities in the program showed me what

youth services could and should be.

Shortly after, the Supreme Court decision, In
re Gault, 387 U.S. 1 (1967), radically changed
the juvenile court system, reforming the
original model of the juvenile courts and
creating the courts that we see across the
country today. Before this, juvenile courts
worked under the “court knows best” par-
adigm. After Gault, for the first time there
were public defenders representing youth in
juvenile court. Kids had their own rights un-
der the law because they had legal counsel

looking after them.

Then national legislation of the late 60s and

early 70s funded programs that emphasized

BUILDING SCHOOLHOUSES NOT J.

Franklin Jerald “Jerry” Adamek began his career working with at-
risk youth as a high school teacher, coach, and counselor in 1966. He
then transitioned to the Colorado Division of Youth Services, a career
that spanned 31 years. He served as the first Regional Administrator in
Southern Colorado, was the Director of the Mountain View Youth Services
Center, and was a supervisor with the 18th Judicial District Probation
Department. He was appointed by Barbara McDonnell, Executive
Director of the Colorado Department of Human Services in September
1991. During his seven-year tenure as Director, Adamek spearheaded
the concept of gender-specific programs in Colorado and oversaw

the construction of four state-of-the-art youth corrections facilities.

prevention and treatment, which launched
the evolution toward the youth programs we
have today. Both the Juvenile Delinquency
Prevention and Control Act and the Juve-
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act
paved the way for providing alternatives for
youth who need services and educational
opportunities to have the best chance for

success.

In the 1970s and 80s, adventure-based ther-
apy and wilderness experiential programs
were introduced as a treatment option for
youth with behavioral disorders, substance

abuse, and mental health issues. These pro-
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grams focused on risk factors of delinquen-
cy, including external locus of control, low
self-esteem, and poor interpersonal skills.
At the same time Restorative Justice mod-
els came to the forefront and introduced an
emphasis on repairing the harm caused by

criminal behavior.

The following decades brought further
changes to the youth services industry
during the Get Tough Era of the 1980s and
1990s. In reaction to increases in crime, the
Reagan Administration introduced private
sector involvement, which expanded rapid-
ly. We saw standards raised. Kids were safer,
healthier, supported and treated as kids with

equal rights under the law.

These agencies brought experiential learn-
ing and opportunities for Positive Youth
Development (PYD) which emerged in the
1990s as a response to the deficit model and
the “tough on crime” era. This holistic mod-
el focused on developing youth strengths,
while increasing protective factors, proso-
cial support, and positive role models. At
the same time, the Risk-Need-Responsivity

Model emerged. This evidence-based ap-

proach to intervention assesses crimino-
genic risks and needs to drive individual
program design and service plans. Agencies
use the “responsivity principle” to match
the style and method of treatment to the

youth'’s abilities and learning style.

In the 2000s, researchers began to explore
the prevalence of PTSD in youth involved in
the juvenile justice system, the link between
trauma and behavior, and the need for trau-
ma-informed services to improve outcomes.
All of this paved the way for the Academy
Model that we used at Ridge View, the state-
of-the-art program we designed in Colora-
do. We had to ask ourselves, ‘Do we want
to build a prison or a school?’ To develop
our vision for Ridge View Academy we said,
‘Let’s take the money for locks and fences,
and buy computers and white boards.” We
opened Ridge View in 2001. | was retired,
but still oversaw the construction. People
believed in it because they didn't want to
build a prison. Working with ROP to fulfill

this vision was the highlight of my career.

Today the youth services industry continues

to incorporate these models of progress

AILHOUSES: F. JERRY ADAMEK

into best practices. Ideally, kids should get
the services and support they need before
they're in the system. School is the most im-
mediate opportunity for kids to succeed, es-
pecially when combined with mental health
services in a normalized setting. There they
learn to contribute to society in a variety of

ways, becoming good citizens, raising fami-

lies. This is success. m
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At Western Secure Treatment Unit in Penns
newly installed music recording studio. In pz
at Western can go to the studio and work
skills.

“It really is all-inclusive instruction,” says Prc

Town met Creative Hope founder TJ Griffin
pilot for the studio program began. After see
we decided to use an entire classroom for it

Staff have begun training, and eventually ¢
package. Once students have completed th

“The studio allowed me to decompress anc
with day-to-day issues,” says student Hanif
have an interest in the music industry and k
neering, mixing, and performing.”

He says the studio also helped him build he
care, and they are here to support me in be
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The Embracing Project

When young people have been exploited, especially at the critical stage of adolescence in human development, giving them
agency in their lives can help create a path from victim to survivor. Teaching leadership skills is an important way to give young
survivors a sense of control over their lives, which then builds their capacity to handle other challenges and responsibilities.
Survivor leaders have the unique ability to contribute to work aimed at ending human trafficking with advocacy, mentorship,
outreach, and community education.

In September of 2023, The Embracing Project (TEP) in Las Vegas, Nevada organized the first Leading Louder Youth Conferen-
ce for sexually exploited youth. This two-day leadership conference was designed to provide opportunities for youth to build
community with fellow survivors and grow in leadership, self-advocacy, and self-confidence. Youth participated in a variety of
different leadership activities, including defining leadership and leadership styles, engaging in discussion about leadership, and
mindfulness activities.

The highlight of the conference was the Resilient Teen Panel,
made up of past TEP clients who had survived sexual ex-
ploitation and victimization. The panelists discussed how
they survived their traumatic experiences, their journeys
toward healing, and detailed where they are now. Their
encouragement and support made youth attending the
conference comfortable enough to talk about their cur-
rent challenges.

"The panel and conference were very moving and emo-
mamnae tional for the youth,” says Program

[ ]
I.i the community at TEP was able
..I. to rally around each other to en-
sure each youth felt supported and
heard.”

Director Makaya Swain, “but also

The conference was so successful
that it has received a grant
from the Nevada Depart-
ment of Health and Human
Services to be replicated
and become a semi-an-
nual event. m
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Montors
and Mgmory
Makers

The Grandparents of San Pasqual Academy

San Pasqual Academy, a Rite of Passage program
funded by San Diego County, is home to foster
youth who benefit from an on-campus intergene-
rational mentoring program that has been active
since the inception of this one-of-a-kind campus
in the heart of Escondido, California.

The mentors, who are known as the “Grandpa-
rents,” live on campus where they interact with
the youth throughout the day and host nightly
activities, from yoga and meditation on Mellow
Mondays, to game nights, movies and baking ni-
ghts, and even Groove in the Grove where they
listen to reggae music in hammocks hung in the
nearby orange groves. The SPA Grandparents
make sure that these foster youth experience li-
ves filled with positive memories and loving su-

pport.

This type of mentoring is a research-backed me-
thod of supporting the positive development of
youth through a reciprocal exchange. While you-
th show increased self-esteem, academic achie-
vement, and improved social emotional skills,
their older mentors experience improved health,
cognitive function, improved well-being, and re-
duced isolation. Each generation also gains a
better understanding and positive view of the
other.

Grandma Wendy Melendrez Munoz says she got
involved while working as a firefighter at the sta-
tion on campus. As a San Diego County firefigh-
ter, she would work shifts at San Pasqual occasio-
nally, then ended up staying at the station where
she was able to mentor the kids before she was
an official Grandparent.

“There are pockets of kids that you really
connect with,” says Wendy. “I have really
enjoyed those relationships and am still con-
nected to many of these kids. We hang out
and go to the beach and they still call me
Grandma.”

Grandpa Lauren has been involved
since the beginning. Always very
involved with the kids, He's now

81 and says that mentoring

the kids has given him a
purpose. Throughout the-

se 20 years he has always

been very involved with
recreation therapy on cam-

pus and was even the head

coach of the softball team. He continues to
recruit new Grandparents from the many ca-
ring adults in his life, including Wendy.

Twenty years ago, the Grandparents would bake the kids cookies and go
to their games, just like real grandparents. “Now getting the kids out of
the house is the biggest challenge,” says Wendly.

To make sure the kids have well rounded lives and experiences, the Gran-
dparents also go to museums, do beach cleanup and work with blind sur-
fers, as well as hiking club that coordinates with a group called Foster the
Earth, which is a hiking and backpacking group specifically for foster kids.

For these memory makers and the kids they mentor, intentional experien-

ces are the beginning of a positive ripple effect. The increased self-con-
fidence and sense of purpose and belonging that mentoring imparts,
leads to healthier lifestyle choices, increased academic success and
higher career goals, which (results in) transformed lives. =
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The Mind Body Connection

Jennifer Siozos, LPC
National Director of Intergrated Care, Rite of Passage

Mind-body approaches to-improving mental health conditions is something that has been studied by
researchers for decades and has been used for centuries. Now more than ever, as childhood has es-
sentially moved indoors, leaving kids disconnected from the natural world, outdoor activities, such
as cycling, not only _hold physical health benefits, but the emotional benefits of connecting to the na-
ture that surrounds them. Cycling, and other forms of outdoor recreational support helps our youth
engage all five senses. When all five senses are engaged, the brain has increased capacity to learn,
see more options, and think more clearly, which leads to overall higher functioning. In a sense, it

is bringing homeostasis back™in balance. in the body which leads to better whole health wellness.

Rite of Passage recognizes that engaging youth in sports, outdoor play;‘nature and team focused activities
not only builds character, confidence, and leadership, but plays a vital role in long term healthy habits and pat-
terns that our youth need torecover from traumatic pasts and write their narrative for the future. Recreational
sports such as cycling and skiing, which can support long distances, enhance physical endurance which has-a
direct correlation to reducinglevels of stress, especially toxic stress, which can lead to more serious mental
health diagnoses such as depression and anxiety. Helping our youth find their “medicine” in nature and reg-
ular body movement releases endorphins and regulates dopamine in the body to create natural defenses

against mental health issues and tendencies to abuse substances as a way to feel “normal and functioning.”

The best part of integrating mind-body approaches into the-overall care of youth, is that it not only ben-
efits the youth, but also the staff members working with them by creating new experiences that are re-
lationship-based with team-based successes and failures. It encourages” lessons learned through play,
cooperation and shared knowledge to complete activities. It helps our staff relate to and learn about

the youth in different ways, not always possible through traditional methods of skill-based counseling.

Experiential approaches also directly relate to the neuroplasticity in youth brains."More positive experi-
ences and relationships allow the brain to form new neural pathways and a fresh view of what is possible.
By creating safe and positive experiences in a youth's life we fulfill our mission of improving the:lives

of youth and create a ripple effect of healing into our communities at large for all youth and families: s
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