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BY LINDA RODRIGUEZ BERNFELD

Five years ago on a sunny June day,
Helen Marie Witty was rollerblading
when an impaired teenage driver struck
and killed her. 

Before her death, Witty had been a
student at Palmetto High and a talented
member of the school’s theater depart-
ment. A few weeks after her death, a
march was held to honor her memory
and raise money that was used for
$5,000 scholarships for other talented
thespians going off to college.

Today, Palmetto student Jody
Ellenby, president of the Thespian
Honor Society, has organized a second
Walk for Witty, with the blessing of
Witty’s mother, Helen, a counselor at
the New World School of the Arts. The
two-mile walk is set for Saturday, Dec. 9,
at 9 a.m. The walk begins at the
Palmetto High athletic field, 7460 SW
118 St., and participants will walk to
Evelyn Greer Park and back.

“I decided to do this because of Mrs.
Witty,” Ellenby says. “Mrs. Witty, for the
first time, spoke at our banquet. She
impressed me.”

Ellenby began gathering facts about
drunk driving and talked about them
with her friends and classmate. Anytime
she ran across a misconception about
drinking, she put it into the brochure,
including the idea that the worst thing
that could happen to someone who gets
drunk is a hangover. In fact, the
brochure warns that if someone drinks
too much alcohol too fast, the result
could be death.

Helen Witty says Miami-Dade is third
in the nation in traffic accidents and 42
percent of those crashes are alcohol
related.

“People should be terrified,” she says.

Another terrifying idea is the
thought that drinking to excess could
actually be harmful to a teen’s brain.
New studies indicate that a person’s
brain does not fully develop until age 25
and getting drunk may short circuit
neural connections. Even more terrify-
ing is the idea that the majority of alco-
hol given to underage drinkers is pro-
vided by adults.

“My message is directly to the stu-
dents,” Ellenby says. “It’s different in
2006. I should make my own choice and
not drink and drive and not get into a
car with a drunk driver. I want them to
be aware of what they are doing to
themselves.”

The walk has drawn support from
numerous businesses and organiza-
tions. Ellenby meets regularly with the
Palmetto principal and the PTSA has
jumped on board to help make the walk
a success. Mothers Against Drunk
Driving and Students Against Drunk
Driving are also involved.

That day, students will see what road-
side sobriety tests are like and be able to
participate in a community art project.
Youngsters will be able to either draw a
picture or write something on the proj-
ect, which is destined for the wall in the
drama room.

Pre-registration is $10 and $15 on
the day of the walk. Participants will
receive a tee shirt and a wristband. The
money raised will be used to replenish
the scholarship fund. Eventually,
Ellenby wants to open the scholarship
to the entire county, not just Palmetto
students. 

“I’d like to encourage whole families
to walk,” Ellenby says.

For more information and to down-
load a registration form, go to
<www.madd.org/fl/dade>.

Palmetto student organizes
a memorial ‘Walk for Witty’

Jody Ellenby (left) and Helen Witty.
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