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CLEVELAND, Ohio -- A call to service rang out Monday across the region, but so too did calls to reflect, explore and invent something special on a special day. 

On a damp and gray Martin Luther King Jr. Day, people painted vibrant murals in schools, applauded motivational speakers, visited free and open museums, and nurtured new traditions. 

Students at John F. Kennedy High School in Cleveland staged their own King Day celebration, displaying a savvy understanding of the Civil Rights Movement and delighting their parents and teachers. 

The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., assassinated at age 39, would have been 81 on January 15. Many see in his life's work a model for community-building and in his birthday a celebration of ideals. 

For the 10th straight year, hundreds began the day at the Martin Luther King Jr. Holiday Breakfast Celebration, which drew about 400 people to a ballroom at the Cleveland Marriott Downtown at Key Center. 

Guest speaker Rev. Angela Williams, the youth minister at The Olivet Church in Fayetteville, Ga., urged audience members to share King's example with their children so that they might apply themselves to purpose-driven lives. 

"We have a responsibility to instruct our youth to do the best they possibly can," she said. 

Plain Dealer columnist Connie Schultz accepted the In the Footsteps of Dr. King Award for fostering King's dream of a "beloved community" with courage, compassion and hard work. 

A grateful Schultz said she saw the honor as marching orders. 

"I will spend the rest of my life trying to live up to the honor of this award," she said. 

Free admission drew thousands to the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, the museums of University Circle and to a Community Open House at Severance Hall, where families enjoyed singers, choirs and drum line performance. But many opted to spend the day getting busy and getting something done. 

Sixteen years since Congress declared the holiday a National Day of Service, the numbers of service projects and volunteers seems to be growing. 

At Collinwood High School, more than 100 people joined young adults from City Year Cleveland to paint hallways and create an inspirational mural depicting LeBron James urging students to do their best. 

City Year's "day on, not a day off" was inspired by King's observation that "Everybody can be great because everybody can serve." 

"We're trying to put Martin Luther King's idea into action," said City Year member Sarah Gollwitzer. "We even had to turn some people down, because we had more than we needed." 

The service project drew volunteers like Jessica McKeown, a marketing manager at American Greetings Corp. 

"I think the quote inspired me," she said. "Anyone can serve. It's nice to help out, you get to meet your co-workers, and this is actually my first time painting, so I'm getting lessons." 

Different lessons were under way at John F. Kennedy High School. There, a crowd of more than 250 gathered to hear educator and coach Ted Ginn Sr. deliver a keynote speech at a birthday celebration presented by freshmen in the school's Students of Promise program. 

The students won rave reviews for their touching, two-hour tribute to civil rights. The program included an exuberant performance from Cleveland School of the Arts dance department. 

Nu Covenant, a gospel quartet composed of brothers Marc, Michael and Willie McMillon and cousin Christopher Merritt, harmonized for a soaring version of "We Shall Overcome." 

Praise dancer Isaiah Freely, a Kennedy junior, won praise himself -- and a free ride for a two-week dance camp this summer -- for an original solo tribute he choreographed in honor of King. 

"I really put myself out there," he said, admitting it took guts to be the only male Kennedy student to perform a dance. "This is my contribution. I love the Lord. I wouldn't have it any other way." 

Students from teacher Meryl Johnson's English class presented a play that dramatized the intense planning that went into the 1960 Woolworth lunch counter sit-in. Playing the part of the nonviolent protesters, the young actors delivered an easy-to-follow history lesson on how the boycott of a white-only lunch counter in North Carolina helped spur integration. 

"To me, this day means a lot," freshman Christopher Larkins told the audience. It would be his greatest honor, he said, "to shake Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s hand one time and learn from him." 

"They're getting it," said Robert Ivory, who directs Kennedy's Students of Promise program. "This is what it's going to take to bring our community back and prepare our youth for tomorrow." 

