Club tries to teach girls to make smart choices

By C. Samantha McKevie| Staff Writer 

Saturday, November 25, 2006

In the Tubman Middle School auditorium, Columbia County Chief Magistrate Wade Padgett told about two dozen teenage girls from North Augusta, Martinez and Hephzibah that in Georgia, people younger than 16 cannot legally engage in sex. 
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During a Smart Girls meeting, Columbia County Chief Magistrate Wade Padgett uses images of Barbie and Ken dolls to illustrate a point about laws regarding teenage sex.

If law enforcement finds out they are having sex, the teens can be arrested, he said.

"It doesn't matter one way or the other - boy or girl, regardless of who's older," he said. "Girls are going to jail, too."

Judge Padgett spoke at the Nov. 16 meeting of Smart Girls, a free club for ages 12 to 15 started by Pat Vanhooser.

"It's a reading club where we learn to think," Ms. Vanhooser said. "Not what to think, but how to think."

Ms. Vanhooser, the general manager of Advanced Services for Pest Control, said she started the club in January after growing weary of seeing a poor work ethic in some of her employees.

"I just got tired of employees not coming to work on time, not having basic skills, having excuses," she said. "It made me mad, and I thought if I wanted to do something about it, I should start with a younger age."

Ms. Vanhooser said she was inspired by watching the book club segments of Oprah Winfrey's TV show.

"When discussing the book, women on there would say when they had a light-bulb moment," she said, "I got the idea to do it for teens so they could have a light-bulb moment before they ruin their lives."

Smart Girls meets once a month. Though the meetings are held at Tubman, the club has participants 12 to 15 years old from across the area, Ms. Vanhooser said.

At each meeting, the girls discuss the book they have read that month. Topics include teenage pregnancy, drugs, domestic violence and absentee fathers.

Each meeting also includes a guest speaker. Past speakers have been Ashley Smith, a 19-year-old business owner and a career woman who was once homeless.

Judge Padgett's Teenage Years 101 speech covered the legal aspects of underage sex and the penalties for sex offenses. He also discussed curfew, noise violations, the Internet and technology. 

He told the girls that life is about a series of choices and consequences, and that he "got tired of kids going to jail," so he wanted to talk with them. He felt it was important the girls get the information.

"Most of them know morally what's right or wrong, but they didn't understand the depth of how bad that immoral decision affects the rest of their life when it becomes an illegal act and not just an immoral one," he said. "I feel like God gave me knowledge and I should share it."

Tiffany Marshall, 12, said she learns a lot at the meetings - information not covered at school.

"I like everything about it - the book club, the speakers that come," she said.

For more information on Smart Girls, call (706) 860-0116 or visit smartgirlsclub.org.
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