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`Reaching the Surface' raises HIV/AIDS awareness with 
music, dance 

BY NADEGE CHARLES 
The Miami Herald  

It's been less than a year since Ronderrick Mitchell 
was diagnosed with HIV.

He'll never forget the date, Sept. 30, when he found 
a letter at his Overtown apartment asking him to 
return to the clinic where he got tested for the first 
time two weeks before. 

Since then, he looks at his reflection in the mirror 
and speaks to it every morning. 

``I tell myself it's a good day, you have things to do,'' 
said the New World School of the Arts dance major.  

Some days, it works. On other days, he climbs back 
into bed, sliding the covers over his head and 
wishing it was all a dream. 

An aspiring dancer, Mitchell contemplated dropping out of school when he was diagnosed with HIV. 

``The fight seemed too hard,'' he said ``I'm HIV positive, I'm a black man, I'm gay and I'm 26.'' 

Despite some gloomy days, it didn't take long for him to realize that he could help educate others 
who are in his demographic -- minority youths and young adults -- through what he does best: 
dance. 

On June 4, Mitchell will tell his story through dance along with a group of performers that includes 
dancers, musicians and a spoken-word artist. 

``I won't shut up and shut down. I consider myself a representative for a group that is afraid to 
speak,'' Mitchell said. 

The idea for Reaching the Surface, an HIV/AIDS awareness campaign targeted toward minority 
teens and young adults, started several months ago. Pioneer Winter -- a former dancer who works 
at Alert Health, a nonprofit organization in North Miami that offers testing for sexually transmitted 
diseases -- started brainstorming ideas for an alternative dance company that deals with social 
commentary. 

``I thought this could make a great companion with the work that I'm doing in the medical field,'' said 
Winter, director of special programming at Alert Health. 
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LaVonna Anthony, from Tamarac, and Pioneer Winter, 
from North Miami rehearse for their upcoming show, 
“Reaching the Surface,” Thursday, May 13, 2010, in North 
Miami. Scheduled for June 4th and 5th at the Museum of 
Contemporary Art Plaza, poets, dancers and musicians will 
explore current and past views about HIV and AIDS.  
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``Stigma is created from not being able to see similarities,'' he said. ``We all know someone who is 
either affected or infected.'' 

According to the Florida Department of Health, 15 percent of new HIV infections are reported from 
people under the age of 25. 

Advocating prevention to young people in a way that gets them to listen is a challenge, said Jon 
Kelly, who said silence, lack of education and risky behavior combined makes it necessary to 
aggressively push the safe-sex message. 

``We call what we're doing `edutainment.' The education aspect is there, but it's also entertaining. 
We have to continue to think out of the box to get through.'' 

Kelly said young adults, particularly blacks and Hispanics, continue to be disproportionately 
affected by HIV and AIDS. 

Of the 3,800 people living with HIV/AIDS in 2009 between the ages of 13 and 24 in Florida, 71 
percent are black and 15 percent are Hispanic. 

Florida ranks third in the nation in the number of persons living with AIDS. Miami-Dade County 
leads the state in the number of reported HIV/AIDS cases. 

``This is an urgent message that we're trying to get out to the community. Too many young people 
still believe that if their partner doesn't look sick, they're safe. We need to educate them,'' he said. 

The performance will explore mortality, pain, sexual identity, stigma, discrimination and community. 

In one scene, during which Mitchell walks across the stage pushing a grocery cart, dancers off 
stage hurl pill bottles at him as he runs frantically trying to catch them in the cart. 

Eventually the stage is littered with 200 pill bottles. 

Although a metaphor for the overwhelming nature of the disease, Mitchell said that for him it's 
reality. 

``No one reached out to me,'' said Mitchell about HIV/AIDS prevention. 

``In my community, we knew what it was, but we're too afraid to talk about it. It's time to start 
talking.'' 

north miami, fl 
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