
Inspired to Learn 
     Travis Hammons, a PLAY IT 
SMART participant at Hubbard High 
School in Chicago, attended a Chicago 
Bears black history event last month, 
expecting to spend quality time with 
some of his NFL heroes.  Travis, who 
plays cornerback for the Greyhounds, 
got that opportunity, but he also came 
away with a heightened desire to ex-
plore his roots. 
     “ It was a special 
day.  We watched a 
film on Dr. King, 
and I learned a lot 
about history,”  
Travis said.  “ I want 
to go back to the 
museum on my own 
time to learn more 
and see more.”  
     John Bostrom, 
Caroline Guip and 
Jessica Kies from 
the Bears Commu-
nity relations department organized the 
trip to the DuSable Museum of African 
American History, and more than fifty 
players from Hubbard and Dunbar high 
schools attended the event. The students 
learned about the importance of Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s work and his 
significance in the civil rights move-
ment while meeting Bears running back 
Anthony Thomas and wide receiver 
Justin Gage. 
     After watching the film and listening 
to the Bears players talk about leader-
ship, everybody participated in an inter-
active tour of the museum where the 
Bears helped the student-athletes from 
Dunbar and Hubbard find the answers to 
questions designed by the museum staff. 
     Chris D’Andrea, the academic coach 
at Hubbard, echoed Travis’  sentiments 

about learning, saying the Bears created 
a great day from both an education and 
entertainment perspective. 
     “ It’s important for us all to learn 
about history, and the day definitely put 
it in perspective for the kids,”  Coach 
D’Andrea said. “Despite cultural or eco-
nomic challenges, the players heard 
about people who overcame those hur-

dles to become influ-
ential figures in our 
society.”  
     Travis also en-
joyed his time with 
the Bears.  He said it 
was nice to get to see 
them as people and 
not just football play-
ers.  In addition to 
asking Thomas and 
Gage how the Bears 
were going to im-
prove next year, 
Travis questioned the 

players on what it takes to be a starter in 
the NFL. 
     “Listening to them made me realize 
that you can’ t take anything for granted, 
and that nothing is given to you.  You 
have to work hard and stay focused,”  
Travis said. 
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Co-Editors: 
-Kelly O’Brien,  
Project Coordinator,           
NFF Center  
 
-Philip Marwill, NFF  
Director of Communications 

Hubbard players explore the museum 
to learn about the life and work of                

Dr.  Martin Luther King Jr.  

Bears Wide Receiver Justin Gage takes a 
moment to speak with Travis Hammons of   

Hubbard High School. 



      After devoting hours to a community service chal-
lenge sponsored by the New England Patriots, a       
“Nor-ester”  forced Messalonskee football players to can-
cel their trip to the Patriots/Dolphins game on December 
13th. Determined to reward her six participants for their 
tireless efforts in the PLAY IT SMART 
program, Academic Coach Heather 
Karagiannes accompanied them to a 
Boston Celtics game on Sunday, January 
18th.  
     Although most of the players had vis-
ited “Beantown,”  Coach Karagiannes 
said it was still a very exciting experi-
ence. “ It was fun to see them interacting 
in the city.”   Participants, such as Wayne 
Evans, have realized that there are re-
wards for their involvement in the pro-
gram. He says it was “…cool just hang-

ing out with everyone on a trip like that, and when we get 
rewarded from Play It Smart…it definitely has made me 
want to raise my standards in school and help out more.”  
Teammate Jamie Bonnell agrees. He says, "Play It Smart 
is a great program. It made me feel like I was making a 

difference doing community ser-
vice…" 
     Despite more inclement weather 
and a 109-92 loss to the San Antonio 
Spurs, the guys enjoyed their first trip 
to an NBA game. Many have requested 
to do more community work in the 
near future. During the spring, Coach 
Karagiannes hopes to get them in-
volved in a community clean up, work-
ing at a soup kitchen, or mentoring 
younger students.  

Coach Christine Patton who gave birth to “Georgia 
Rose”  on Feb. 5th! 

· Five new Academic Coaches have recently joined 
the PLAY IT SMART team: Courtney Carroll, 
Carlmont HS; Michael Gray, Long Beach Poly; Rich 
Salvatto, South San Francisco HS; Eric Black, 
Raines HS; and Vake Helu, Chief Sealth HS. 

· The NFF Center will be hosting a Summit on Posi-
tive Youth Development through Sport March 18-21, 
2005! Contact Kelly O’Brien at 413-731-3408 for 
more details. 

 

· Congratulations to Academic Coach Anthony Har-
gett from Roberto Clemente Middle School who was 
recently ordained “Reverend”  at the Shiloh Mission-
ary Baptist Church in New Haven, Conn.! 

· The North East Leadership Conference will take 
place at the Springfield College East Campus on Sat-
urday, May 8th and the 2004 Mid-West Leadership 
Conference will be held in South Bend, Ind. on Sat-
urday, April 24th! Contact Kelly O’Brien at 413-731-
3408 for more details.   

· A reminder that the 2004 Academic Coach Training 
will take place July 24-29, 2004! 

· Congratulations to Pahokee High School Academic 
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Messalonskee Displays “ Celtic Pride”  

PLAY IT SMART Notes 
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cesses, and identify the resources available to secure 
funding for continued growth.   
     Once again, by creating an avenue for people to get 
involved, our ‘Friends’  have responded.  We are blessed 
to have such a devoted collection of friends.  We thank 
all those who have sponsored a pizza party, visited a 
study hall to mentor a student, spoke with a team about 
your career, etc.  Please call the national office if there is 
someone in your community that you feel should be in-
cluded in this growing network of sup-
portive community champions! 
 
-Jim Presbrey, National Director 
PLAY IT SMART Program  
800-486-1865 

Message from Morristown 
     Most people who hear about PLAY IT SMART are 
impressed by the program’s unique approach that uses 
sport to connect student athletes with caring, adult men-
tors.  Many want to get involved.  To engage these poten-
tial volunteers, the NFF created the ‘Friends of PLAY IT 
SMART’  and started to formally communicate with this 
group through mailings such as this newsletter.   
     In the Fall, we took this concept one step further, 
forming PLAY IT SMART Local Advisory Boards in a 
few select cities.  In Pittsburgh, St. Louis and New York, 
the board has volunteers from the local chapter, the local 
NFL club and the local school board.  These dynamic 
groups of local ‘champions’  can help shape the direction 
that PLAY IT SMART takes in their communities, 
strengthen the program’s components, promote the suc-

The Messalonskee players (F: J. Cote, 
C. Clifford, J. Bonnell, W. Evans;          

B: R.Cormier, Z. Murphy) prepare for 
their trip to “Beantown.” 



makes sure we are going somewhere,”  said senior Adam 
Coronado. 
      “ I’m embarrassed and obviously I’m honored,”  said 
Turner about the field being named after him. 
     After missing a few weeks at the beginning of the 
school year due to open-heart surgery, Turner has re-
turned and is as strong a force in kids’  lives as ever.   
“After all he has gone through this year he still comes 
every day.  How many people are willing to do that for 
high school students?  He is more of an inspiration now 
than before his surgery,”  said senior Andrea Gregory.   
     “He has done so much for this school and has asked 
for nothing in return,”  said Aguayo. 
     In February, Turner will be recognized by the school 
board and will be given a plaque that says, “Jim Turner, 
proud and committed.  When the Saints march across the 
stage of life they well always remember his love, his 
commitment, his leadership.”  
    The National Football Foundation and PLAY IT 
SMART congratulate Jim on this honor and recognition! 

    Excerpted from a story in The Saintinel in January 2004              
by  Ashley Hotchkiss. 

 
    Jim Turner, a former Denver Bronco and New York 
Jet,  was a 1969 Super Bowl Champion.  Now he is 
champion of low-income schools and a program called 
PLAY IT SMART.  Turner’s contributions to the staff 
and students at Jefferson High School have always been 
appreciated and in the fall of 2004 he will be honored 
when the JHS football field will be given his name. 
     “ I’m not sure my contribution has been that great,”  
said Turner.  “Teachers work as hard as I do.”  Turner has 
dedicated his time and life to the PLAY IT SMART pro-
gram.  
     “He is my driving force to do well,”  said Senior Char-
lie Fassel. 
    “He comes every day to tutor kids.  He does so be-
cause he went to a school like this, he had someone who 
cares, and he cares,”  said administrator Al Aguayo.  
     “He makes sure we are doing well in school and 

On Friday, January 23rd, 15 members of the Westing-
house PLAY IT SMART program once again connected 
with the Pittsburgh Steelers to kickoff their spring com-
munity service efforts at the Frankstown Road YWCA.  
Each month, the teams participate in “Beginning with 
Books,”  a program which encourages young children to 
spend time reading.  The relationship creates a unique 
opportunity for the Steelers to show the Westinghouse 
players how to be leaders in the community while in turn 
giving the Westinghouse Bulldogs a chance to be men-
tors themselves.  

The Westinghouse student athletes and Steelers cor-
nerback Ike Taylor and safety Russell Stuvaints spoke to 
the children about the importance of reading and getting 
a good education. Afterwards, they broke into smaller 

story groups and in-
teracted with the 
youngsters in the 
playroom. 
     A joint project 
with the Center for 
Early Literacy, the 
Steelers-PLAY IT 
SMART event was 
quite a success.  Al-
though Academic 
Coach Taunya 
Tinsley had to bar-

gain with her volunteers 
to get them to the first 
event, she has had no 
problems attracting vol-
unteers for the subse-
quent trips.  

Senior Aaron 
Strader says “ ...I would 
have loved for someone 
to come and read to me 
when I was their ages 
because I used to look 
up to the older Westinghouse football players.”  Senior 
Simari Pinno, who plays basketball for the girls team, 
echoed Aaron’s sentiments saying, “ I never knew how 
much of an influence I could be on the younger popula-
tion.”  
       Many athletes have 
already returned to the 
YWCA stating that they 
can’ t wait to give back 
to their community 
again. In the coming 
weeks, thirty children 
will travel to Westing-
house for their reading 
program and a tour of 
the athletic facilities.�
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Creating New Generations of Mentors 

Turner Field: An Honor Much Deserved 
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Aaron Strader, Jamelle Ford and Phil 
Davis proudly display the books they 

read to the children.  

 

Jesse "LL" Ingram takes part in the 
“Beginning with Books” program at 

the YWCA. 

Aaron Strader takes a break from 
reading to join the children in the 

playroom.  



Houston Schools Take Part in “ SuperBUILD XXXVIII”  
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experience for the teams that were there,”  said junior 
Michael Blackmon. “We got to all work together 
even though we are on different teams that play each 
other during the season.”  Although each school has 
taken part in other service initiatives, this one 
seemed to leave the biggest impact on the volunteers. 
For sophomore Brian Ruiz, the 
event was unique because they 
“…were building a house that 
someone was actually going to 
live in.”   
     The Houston PLAY IT 
SMART schools, which work 
closely with the Houston Tex-
ans General Manger Charley 
Casserly and Executive Direc-
tor of the Texans Foundation 
Joanie Haley, have each re-
ceived a mini grant of $200. 
They hope to pool their funds 
to complete a large project this 
spring. �

On January 19th, 30 PLAY IT SMART participants 
from Davis, Furr, Milby and Reagan High Schools in 
Houston, Texas, took part in “SuperBUILD 
XXXVIII.”  The event, which was sponsored by the 
Houston Habitat for Humanity and the National Foot-
ball League, promised to build 38 homes in 38 days 
leading up to the Superbowl on February 1st.  
     Over the past year, Academic Coach Julie Halla-
day worked closely with Jennifer Vickers, the Hous-
ton Habitat for Humanity volunteer coordinator, to 
identify an appropriate project for the PLAY IT 
SMART participants. With a gracious donation from 

the local Home De-
pot, the volunteers 
arrived at the build-
ing site complete 
with their new nail 
aprons, hammers 
and tape measures. 
     Despite an early 
morning start, the 
players enjoyed the 
day. “ It was a good 
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Milby and Furr HS student athletes 
demonstrate excellent teamwork.  
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A Davis HS volunteer 
hammers the finishing 

touches on their house. 


