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Through the eyes of experience

Bethany Thompson '99 returned to the School of Social Work after spending
time in Los Angeles working at Colombian House, a residence for children
with developmental disabilities.
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t didn't take Bethany Thompson' gglong to form a strong impression of her freshman experience. After one week, she was looking
for inspiration outside of the classroom. "I wasn't happy with
what I was hearing in the classroom," she says bluntly.
The academic, clinical aspects of social work education came as a
stlock to Thompson, who grew up in a family dedicated to social
activism. "Volunteering was what you did," says the Remembrance
Scholar and class marshal. "I had a lot of unique experiences as far as
that goes. I believe in never limiting my role in the community."
Instead of returning to her native Milwaukee, Thompson balanced
her studies with work. She volunteered with the Brighton Family
Center, a community center in a disadvantaged Syracuse neighborhood, and Hospice of Central New York.
Thompson took a leave of absence after her first semester and
looked for a long-term field experience. She eventually chose
Colombian House, a Los Angeles-area residential facility for children with developmental disabilities, where she worked as a directcare provider and advocate for several children, ages 3 months to 16
years. Most were unable to understand traditional means of communication. Some suffered terminal illnesses. Thompson saw firsthand how the families dealt with grief.
Meanwhile, Thompson stayed in touch with Social Work Dean
William Pollard. She planned to spend the following summer writing a case study based on her experiences at Colombian House. But
she first needed time to process what she had experienced. She
went home to Milwaukee and returned to her old summer job as a
camp counselor. "That was important for me because many of the
kids at Colombian House couldn't communicate verbally," she says.
"I felt I had lost some of those social skills. I needed to work with
children who were not challenged in that way."
When Thompson returned to California, she took classes at the La
Jolla campus of the University of California, San Diego, joined an
archaeological dig based in San Diego, and worked as a recreation
supervisor at a school for children with disabilities. But soon, SU beckoned. "After eight or nine months, I decided I'd better go back to
school," Thompson says. "I needed my degree to progress and accomplish what I want to do. My time in California helped me put things
in perspective and gave me the motivation to finish my degree."
Pollard immediately noticed a difference in Thompson's approach
to her studies. "What she experienced in California affected her very
deeply and influenced her decision to come back," he says.
Invigorated, Thompson felt more at home the second time around.
''I'm eager to share what I learned," she says. "I now fit nicely into the
social work program because the school has many students with
nontraditional backgrounds. We all have something to offer."
Thompson still finds time to put empathy into action. She is a con-
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sultant to the Eastern Farm Workers Association, and volunteers informally in her
neighborhood, located in the socially progressive Hawley-Green district of Syracuse. She is also writing a children's book
on coping with death and dying that
began as an honors thesis. "I want to take
more time to further explore those issues," Thompson explains.
But that is just part of Thompson's dynamic life. She and her husband, Oren
Amber, welcomed their first child, a son,
in ApriL She was also awarded a Fulbright
grant to study the racially influenced imbalance of hospice care in Zimbabwe. After that, Thompson plans to pursue a
master's degree in social work at Case
Western Reserve University in Cleveland.
The prospect of being at a crossroads
thrills Thompson, and she has a life partner who shares her enthusiasm for adventure and helping others. "I am open to
whatever," she says with a smile. "I think
we are ready for another challenge."
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After saving himselffrom addiction, Doug Henriksen '99 turned to academics and work w ith local teenagers. He is
the program director ofTeen Institute, an initiative run by the Onondaga Council on Alcoholism and Addictions.

- TAMMY DIDOMENICO

Overcoming addiction to inspire others

D

oug Henriksen '99 has experienced more than his share of
life's extremes. He has been applauded and honored,
aoused and addicted. Three years ago he bottomed out: He
was homeless on the streets of New York City, addicted to
heroin an crack. "During my last six months, not a day went by that
I did-not stick a needle in my arm or smoke a crack pipe," he says. "I
knew I had to get help or I was going to die."
Henriksen reached out to his longtime friends and mentors,
Barry and Debrah (Roth G'77) Shulman, who helped him get into a
rehabilitation center. Since then, he has turned his life around, succeeding in the classroom and devoting much of his time to working
with local teens. "It's been a lot of effort on his part," says Barry
Shulman, a Syracuse attorney. "He works very hard-at his job, on
his education, and on himself."
After cleaning up in rehab, Henriksen returned to school. He
earned an associate's degree at Onondaga Community College and
then enrolled in the College of Visual and Performing Arts at Syracuse University, majoring in speech communication with a minor
in psychology. He became a Dean's List student, VPA scholar, and
class marshal, and delivered the student address at the college's
Convocation in May. "Doug is truly inspiring," says his advisor,
speech communication professor Deb Robson. "To come as far as he
has with the adversity he's faced is astounding."
Life has never been easy for Henriksen. As a child, he endured
years of abuse. He was constantly shuffled in and out of foster and
group homes, and began dabbling with drugs as a teenager. Despite
all this, certain events gave him hope and confidence: He saved a
child's life using CPR and received a mayor's citation; he came under
the care of his new legal guardians, Ted '82, G'96 and Jeanne G'79
Finlayson-Schueler; and he developed into a talented performer. At
age 15, he was chosen as Onondaga County's representative to Peace
Child, a performing arts group dedicated to world peace that traveled to Siberia. He landed roles in numerous productions with the

Salt City Center for the Performing Arts and the Talent Company,
including Jesus Christ Superstar, Fiddler on the Roof, Music Man, and
A Chorus Line. "It was a great way for me to pass time," Henriksen
says. "There's nothing like being able to jump out of your own life
and into somebody else's for a few hours."
Today, the 24-year-old Henriksen has a new lifestyle. As part of
his post-rehab treat ment, he began volunteering w ith the
Onondaga Council on Alcoholism and Addictions. In 1997, he
received an award from Onondaga County for his outstanding vol-.
unteer work with the council's Teen Institute program. "''m a very
spiritual person," he says. "I believe I have a purpose, and if that purpose is t o help one person change the way she sees herself or he
sees himself, then that's what I was meant to do."
Now the program director, Henriksen speaks to thousands of high
school students at assemblies and organizes the institute's annual
four-day retreat, which drew 112 participants from 13 schools last fall.
At presentations, he often shares personal experiences on such topics
as substance abuse, sexuality, communication, and adversity. "I like to
think it's a very positive, educational experience that gives people
information and choices," says Henriksen, who is also a consultant for
the Eckerd Drug Quiz Show. "You have to know yourself as an individual, love yourself, and give in a way that nobody else can."
Such messages are a crucial part of the personal philosophy that
led Henriksen from self-destruction to success. He also plans to
share them in a memoir he's writing. "Hopefully it will be used as a
tool by people going through some pretty intense experiences," he
says. "I want to show them they can get through it because somebody else did, by working hard and pushing themselves."
As for the future, Henriksen is focused on being a writer. He wants to
study journalism in graduate school; do research for books on child
abuse, sexuality, and drug addiction; and one day teach college.
With Henriksen's self-determination, it's all within reach. "Your potential is limitless," he told classmates at graduation. "The only
boundaries we have are the boundaries we make. I'm living proof
-JAY cox
there's nothing that can't be done."
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