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One more challenge

Only four years out of
high school, Ohio State

student Chris Valentine

became president

of the Dublin Board

of Education. Then came
bad news, and life got

even more complicated.

by Alice Hohl
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hiris Valentine calls the Dublin

school board meeting to order

and moves easily through the
agenda. When a group of high school
students and their teacher present a plan
for turning French fry grease into fuel for

school buses, most of the adults in the

room are staring at the teacher or the
slides projected on the wall Valentine,
however, is looking at the students, giving
an encouraging nod.

It's not surprising. He is closer in age to
the students than almost anyone else in
the room,

~ Valentine is 22 vears old—a senior at
Ohio State who graduated from Dublin
Coffiman High School just four vears ago.
The other board members are at [east
twice his-age. But he’s the one they call
president. Yes, that kid who's barely old
enough to drink is the head of one of the
best school districts in the region.

Valentine is used to not acting his age,
He won a school board seat when he was
19, travels the state building coalitions [or
a lobbving firm, serves as deputy director
of grassroots efforts for the Ohio
Republican Party and in his spare time
runs the Dublin Travel Baseball
organization. (He's also a coach, by
the way.)

Lately the only time he feels out of
place is when he's getting his
chemotherapy treatment. In February,
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Valantinge, shown at a Dublin sehool board meeting in Inte March, won his seatin 2003

Valentine was dingnosed with Hodghkin's
disease, u cancer of the lymphatic system
Draring: his weekly visits to the chemo
clinie, hie has to decide with which group
af patients he wants to sit. In most cases
it's-either serior citizens or middle-aged
womern. Aboul other people his age with

for mononuclensis, diabetes and leukemia
Then Valentine's doctor :.u:;gvs'!mi i
ichest X-ray o look for signs of Hodgkin's
iiseuase, which strikes young adults more
than any other ape group. Valentine didn’t
need the results to confirm the doctor's
hunch. “1 looked it up onkine and at that

ta infection. But m late March, Valentine
sabd he was plensed that an X-ray showed
the cancerous LF!':"'-'-'I]‘.'» .l]ﬂ'.lt|:n' were
shrinking after just one treatment
However, if things don't o as well as his
doctors hope, there could be sdditional
chemathernpy or nidiation treatments

His mother, Sherrie Valentine, isa
nurse, who worked inoncology before
switching to the maternity ward. “It's great
that [ can be an advocste for him and
maneuver us throagh the healtheare
system * she savs. “But in some ways |
Yorow too much.”

Shie sits in a chair in the living room
across from her son and her hushand, CHT
u lawyer. Chiris has moved back into their
Plsin City house, where he and his
brotherns—Casey, 19, and Cory, D-grew
up. (Their home is in the Dublin shool
distriet.) While absent-mindedly peting
sne of the fmily's two dogs, Sherrie savs
it's been hard to accept the cutpouring of
help from the community. She's used to
being the one wha gives, not the one who
rets. Sure enough, the doorbell rings and a
worran drops off dinner nnd chats with
Chris, The families of the bascball players
on Vilentine's team have signed up 1o
bring over hot meils 1'.'1I:n:|l.||l\'

Belore Valentine's chemothenapy
sturted, the disease isell robbed him of
sleep at night and forced him into bed four
hours during the dav to combat the chills
In hiis blog about his battle with cancer
faithandcancer Hr.';,‘!;Z*-I-l.I.'L mi=-Vilentineg
describes Feb. 25, a particularly bad day:

His mom, who checks her son’s blog every day, says she’s
surprised when he says he feels good. “I see what he
doesn’t write,” she says. “Sometimes he doesn’t realize
how bad he looks and how bad he feels.”

cancer, he says with a chuckle, 1 know
they're out there, '|11l::-.' just don't go tothe
same doctor's office as me”

efore his diagnosis, Vilenting used 10

compress a full load of college

classes into two diys, work 30 hotrs
a week for the lobbying frm wad run
}rr‘m:lir:s foor his baseball teum, all while
keeping an eye on the administrution of
the Dublin school district und preparing
for the next board mecting.

I mid January, just after being chosen

s prt.'* Il'h,"nl in hi‘\ !:l'“‘.]“ 'H.'!‘l 'll'll h .'J]'It
members, Valenzine was stricken with
severe fu- like SVTIIROIMS for s couple of
weeks. Drenchingr night sweats, fever and
ameager appetite persuaded him to go to
the doctos. The first tests came up negative
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paint L enew that's whiat Thad,” he sav.

Hodgkn's 1s 4 cancerous growth of
cells in the lymph system. the network of
nodes and nearly invisible vescels the body
uses o move infection-fighting white
blood cells. In Vildentine's case, the cancer
appears to be isolated in his chest.
Valentine says he's lucky the disease wis
diagnosed before it had spread to his
orpans {in particular, the spleen) and other
Ivmph nodes.

His doctors have told Valentine, who's
in the middle of a four-month set of
chemotherapy treatments, that he has an
&0 to 90 perrent chance of wiping out the
cancer completely-and never having a
rckapse. Valentine, though, will have to
watch out for commean llnesses, smce the
cancer-fighting drags leave him vulnerable

“Laast migghat, | struggeled just takang a
ghower. At several points, | needed o put
my hand wp aguinit the wall or squat 1o
stap the dizziness. When I finished my
shonwer, | even had 1o sit againss the wall
while brushing my tecth.”

Now, the night sweats and fevers have
disappenred for the most part. Instead, it's
the poison pumped into him to fight the
cancer that drags him down, He buzzed
off his brown locks once his hair begun o
fall out. Despite his best efforts to cat well,
his eliothes Keep getting looses. He
dropped from 170 to 161 pounds in not
quite two months

Valentine plugs away, but his mom,
who checks her son's blog EVETY I..LIH SaYS

continued on page 125



continued from page 64

she’s surprised when he says he feels good.
“1 see what he doesn't write," she says,
“Sometimes he doesn't realize how bad he
looks and how bad he feels” And she still
struggles with the fact that Chiris has
cancer: "What Fve found lately is you
leave here and you get back into work. get
involved in what you're doing, and then
suddenly you realize it's still there and
didn't go sway.” She forces a smile, but
hegins to ory recounting the first time she
left her oldest child in the treatment room.
“Is it tough to walk yoar son into a room
full of patients and they're all gerting
chemod Yeah

{le he's not happy about it,
Valentine has cut back on his
schedule: He's taling a leave of

ubsence from work and dropping his
classes at Ohio State (he's an education
mujor, with hopes o becoming a middle-
school social studics tencher), But he's still
busy with baseball practices, his new
passion {raising awarencss and funds for
cancer) and school bourd matters. During
it Tuesdny evening in March, he met with
20 or so parents who were concerned over
i change in the school district’s well-
regpirded speclal-education program.
Although he looked haggurd when the
seasion started at 6 pe, he stuyed until the
purents had said their last picee three
houars kater.

Those who know Valentine don't
dirubt he'll avercome the discase. Afterall,
he hasa't really failed st anything he's set
his mind to yet. Well, except for the tme
he unsuccessfully tried 10 get his
circulating a petition. Valentine isn't a dhild
prodigy who aced the SAT test or
graduated high school ot sy, age 9. He'sa
passionate guy whi's a good student and
warks hurd to make a difference. “He
aiways had 2 logical reason for everything
he wanted.” his mom says

And while he likes to have his fun,
"He'll definitely be one to hole himselfup
in his room,” says Pat Melton, one of
Valentine's best friends and a [ommer
roommate, Wi were having o New Yeur's
Eve party and people were looking for
himn. 1 said, "Well, go up there, he might be
in his room. And he was up there, just
doing work” His classmates at Dublin
Coffman voted him Most Likely to
Become President of the United States.

His senior year in high schoal,
Valentine was accepted as an intern in
Gow. Bob Tafl's office. *1t definitely opened
up door for me that | wouldn't have had
otherwise,” he says. In college, Valentine
hooked up with the OSU chapter of
Young Republicans of Amenca and took a

Deoctors have told Valentine—pictured during a chamotherapy trestment—he has an 80 to
90 percent chance of aliminating the cancer complotely,

Job at Strategie Public Parmers, a lobbying
firm. He spent the summer of 2004
working with the Ohio Republican Party
campaigning for George W. Bush across
Ohio—and managed to arrange forone of
his fivarite teachers to shake hands with
the president,

His political experiences came in
handy when Videntine mounted his
campaign 10 unscit an incumbent on the
Dublin school board in 2003. Part of the
Eimily home was converted into a war
roam with 3 map of the district divided
amang volunteers. Valentine organized his
brother's high school class, providing
them “Viste Valentine™ T-shirts to wear at
publlic events. He enlisted fcnds ofhis
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parents to host coflees or teas at their
homes, inviting their frends and
neighbors to hear him speak on district
insues, He also used his connections at the
Frunklin County Republican Farty to
ucvess its phone bank.

Still, he w:l-ljl:l.l.l 19 Yenrs ald, hu:ri.'l:r (47114
ofhigh schoal. "One of my biggest
challenges was proving thar L was
legitimate candidate-that T was taking this
serhously,” he says. So he researched the
tssues and, according to his estimate,
knocked on 9,000 1o 10,000 doors to
engryre residents in o discussion about his
ideas.

He also pulled out a big gun: former
OSU football coach Earle Bruce. whose

MAY 20060 125



Valentine, wha recently had shaved his head, with his parents, Sherrie end Ciff, and their two
dags, Candy (black Lab) and Codi | golden Lab).

grandson played sports with Valentine.
(Bruce describes Vilentine as someone 1
dearly love and hope everything works out
well for”) He agreed o appearata
fundraiser at the Country Club at
Muirfield, shich pulled in 34,500, 2 good
chunk of the 57,000 Yulentine collected for
his campaign. It wus more than any ofhis

OppOnEnts.
Valentine sailed toa clear victory,

celebrating at the family home alongside
volunteers and reporters. “This place was
packed like the Hyart.” says Sherne
Valenrine.

Why did he run? He points to  fidled
levy while he was still in middle school as
the seed for his interest. As he began to
follow school board news, he noticed
mast of it revolved around admindstrators
and not the teachers, librarinns, custodians

and other emplovees who were directly
influencing students. “The folks who are in
the trenches are the ones who makea
difference,” he says. “That's what stuck
with me”

His first year on the bourd, he says was"a
leamning expenience. | spent a lot of time
doing exra reading” Chris Mohr, Dubln’s
executive director of besiness affars, savs
that's an understaternent. Valentine had
three meetings with Mohr before he was
cven dlected “He cume in and woold spend
three to four hours with me talking about
school finance,” Mohr siys. "1 can =l when
people start to glize over when we're talking
about rates and millkige. After four hours. |
was worn out. He never did glare over”

*1 was fortunate 1o have folks who
didn't look at me asn 19-year-old, but
looked at me s a fellow board member,”
Valentine says. "l wasn't just someone
going out there speaking emotionally,
speaking off the 1op of my mind. [ was
prepared. Through those methods, | was
able to gain the respect of my fellow board
members,” he savs

Apparently, it worked,

Goingr into Valentine's sccond year,
then-bourd president Tom Fries
nominated Vilentine to be vice president,
and the rest of the board ngread. Valentine
and Frics made foe stranpe bediellows,
however. Fries had been a Demaocratic
state representative and state senator in
the 1970s and 1980s. Nevertheless, he took
the young Republican under his wing. The
two joked olten during meetings about
their opposing idenlogies. “We would be
talking about a free-lunch program o
English as 2 Second Language ... and |
would whisper to him, T'm gonna makea
poddamn Democrat out of vou yet,' ™ Fries
savs, liughing. "1 don't hold our a lot of
hope for that, but you never can tell”

Afier a majority of the five-member
board decided not o run again-including
Frics=Valentine and Mark Holderman
were the only returnees. With his
experience as vice president, Valentine
won the hoard's unanimous vote to name
him president,

So farin his two and @ half vears on the
board, Valenting has helped the district
hire a new superintendent (Linda Fenner),
work out transportation and eurriculum
issues and pusy a bond issue and ulevy,
Fenner acknowledes it's ndd for her 1o

In his blog about his battle with cancer, Valentine describes
Feb. 25, a particularly bad day: “Last night, | struggled just
taking a shower. At several points, | needed to put my hand
up against the wall or squat to stop the dizziness.”
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“‘He came in and would spend three to four hours
with me talking about school finance,” Mohr says.
“I can tell when people start to glaze over when
we're talking about rates and millage. After four
hours, | was worn out. He never did glaze over.”

have s 22-veur-old boss. Hut hath are at
ease with the refationship, c-mailing a few
timies a weesk about district e, tlking
o the phone and meeting twice a manth
to review the board mecting agenda

“People dida’t think of him a5 someone
fresh ot u!'-'hig'j wition)] becpuse he's 5o
good in the role of board member,” the
EIVR. "He'sa great |1r,;l|_.;|.' l'\u.'n::ril: hq:
knows o ot about the seetal sirsations that
occur in our schools. He knows what
mukes for 2 good educntionul experience.
His perspective is really fresh, and it's o
different perspective from what parents
wonld have™

herne Valentine seiys one thing her

sons have in common is & pussion for

badeball. Even one of the few
leminine towches in the house—a
decorative country-themed plique ona
kitchen comice - reads “Field of Dreama”
Sherrie and Cliff say they moved 1o Plain
City so they could buy enough land for the
boys to play basehall in the vand, Like his
okder brothers. Cory plays the sport for his
high school team.

Chris Valentine wasn't ready (o give up
basehall when be graduated from high
"‘;‘H‘Hl:- “l.' h‘l'.-‘.r‘ﬁ[ -':'1-":1:-1.“1 1""Ir“.'i'| II'lTI.:l.'f
his dad for the Dublin Green Sox tran cling
team for bowvs bom in 1994, He qunckly
ook over as manager. Now his dad and
another lather, Rick Murtin, are the
assistant conches. “We show up and he
tells us what 10 do," Martin savs As
director of Dubln Travel Baschall, he
keeps a website upduted for all the coaches
and coordinates anmaal tryodis

Because ol cancer symptoms, Valentine
had to spend a lew indoor practices sitting
in a chair, 1o weak to stand, But on o
Sunday in mid March he wanders around
the ausillary grym it Dublin Jerome High
Schiool, apparently unconeerned about
being clocked in the hewd by an errant
baseball, After directing several throwing
and catching drills, Valentine paces offa
ball dismoind in the VI, ATy the
bascs and presides over o serimmage that
imvolves pitching, catching und nunning,
but no batting dise (o the space construints

A young plaver wearing u Lance
Armnstrong bracelét gets u high-five fom
hem after o good plav. A few minutes later,

=
Valeniine shakes his head in fstration at
phayers who can'’t remember the moaning
o his long series ofhand sgnals. “Cnon
now,” he shouts. “Thar's why vou need to
know vour signs before you get to
practics”

“He's a big brother to them,” Martin
sarys. “A lot of the boys have talked sbout
shuving ther heads for him. That's how
much he means to them”

ulentine says he's decided there's a

rewson he has cancer. He just

doesn't know what it is vet. He has
worked with cancer organizations, lending
his organizational skills to their events, and
he plans 1o talk 1o Doblin students abou
cancer and his public service. He's agreed
to chair the Dublin Relay for Life, an
oernight event to raise money for the
Americian Cancer Society. His openness
abour the disense has eansed others o
share their stories about batting cancer
with him. Meanwhile, a fiend &
organizmg a chanty golf cutingin
Velentine’s honor, and m March the
schiool board voled to set up an sconunt to
collect funds for the Leukemia &
Lymphoma Socety in his name.

Mom I2-year-olds aren't exactly hand
wired o rake their mostality seniously,
Chiris has no choice now. His progmosis i
pood, but he's hattling a deadly deease.
There are times when he thinks about the
people in the chemotherapy room whose
chanpes aren't a< oond ds his Tt mukes him
understand why his mom gels upset.

“My faith and my suppor system have
been my bedrock.” he saye. refeming to his
deep religious commitment. *There came
u pointwhen | realized it was out ofmy
by and | was going to have Lo relv on
my fuith and the folks around me. T'mal
peace that when my time has come, 'm
ready to gowhere I'm going”

After some thought. though, Valentine
sitys he wants to clarify his stalement.
“Before this battle, [ was always planning
dheud, Lam very forward-thinking and
goal-orented.” he savs. "1 am still that type
of person” W

Alice Hohl is an associate editor for
Columbus Monthiy

&

2260 East Main Street
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