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Who	We	Serve	
Between	July	1	and	December	18,	2015,	YSA	saw	101	youth.		Our	participation	has	
risen	nearly	13%	from	the	same	period	last	year.		In	Fall/Winter	2015,	over	half	of	
the	youth	(52)	are	of	transitional	age	(ages	18	–	24).			Remarkably,	this	is	as	many	
transitional	age	youth	(TAY)	as	we	saw	in	all	of	FY14-15.		Our	next	largest	group	is	

high	school-
aged	
students	
(41).		In	
comparison	
to	last	July	1	
to	mid	-
December,	
this	number	
is	nearly	the	
same	(only	
three	fewer	
youth).	
	
The	
increasing	
number	of	

transitional	aged	youth	could	be	attributed	to	YSA’s	expanded	hours.		As	of	January	
1,	2015,	YSA	has	begun	to	open	its	doors	at	12:30	pm	instead	of	3:30pm.		Since	older	
youth	can	come	in	early	afternoons,	while	the	high	school-aged	youth	are	at	school,	

as	well	as	
during	the	
after-school	
hours,	there	
are	more	
opportuniti
es	for	TAY	
youth	to	
participate	
in	our	
program.		
Another	
factor	is	
increased	
outreach	to	
TAY	youth.		

Our	focus	has	shifted	to	target	more	TAY	youth	in	comparison	to	the	other	age	
groups	in	the	last	year.	The	data	shifts	suggest	efforts	have	been	effective.	
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Over	three	quarters	of	YSA	youth	live,	attend	school	or	work	in	Berkeley.		This	is	a	
24%	increase	from	the	number	of	Berkeley	youth	we	saw	in	the	same	period	last	
year.		Other	youth	travel	from	Oakland	or	Hayward	to	attend	the	program.		Youth	
have	started	coming	from	farther	away	than	we	have	ever	seen.		Some	took	a	bus	
from	Sacramento	to	find	work	in	our	program.		In	general,	our	youth	report	it	is	
school	that	brings	them	and	their	families	to	Berkeley.		All	of	our	school-aged	youth	
attend	Berkeley	High	School.		Many	of	the	older	youth	have	graduated	and	are	
attending	Berkeley	City	College	or	have	graduated	from	the	high	school	and	are	
looking	for	jobs	in	the	area.	
	
It	is	likely	YSA	is	seeing	more	Berkeley	youth,	because	of	a	growing	relationship	
with	Youth	Engagement	Advocacy	Housing	(YEAH).		In	Spring/Summer	2015,	YSA	
ran	off	site	programming	at	the	youth	shelter.		Several	youth	then	joined	YSA	and	
continued	to	invite	their	friends.		All	of	these	youth	are	couch	surfing	or	living	on	the	
streets	in	Berkeley.		Homeless	Berkeley	youth	represent	one	of	the	largest	growth	

segments	of	
YSA’s	youth	
population.		
	
Twenty-
seven	
percent	of	
YSA	youth	
live	on	the	
street.		In	
the	same	
timeframe	
last	year,	
YSA	
supported	
no	youth	
living	on	

the	street	and	only	five	were	couch	surfing.		It	was	not	until	the	YSA/YEAH	off	site	
programming	started	that	this	number	changed	for	YSA.			
	
YSA	also	recognizes	high	school-aged	youth	whose	families	are	in	transitional	living	
situations	as	homeless.		The	U.S.	Department	of	Education	calls	these	youth	
McKinney-Vento	students	and	recognizes	their	situation	as	one	of	homelessness	
although	the	U.S.	Department	of	Housing	and	Urban	Development	does	not.		The	
City	contracts	YSA,	as	part	of	the	Vision	20/20	initiative,	to	reduce	the	racial	
predictability	of	the	achievement	gap	by	supporting	McKinney	Vento	students	in	the	
Berkeley	Unified	School	District.		As	a	result,	YSA	performs	targeted	outreach	within	
Berkeley	High	School.		That	is	why	the	next	largest	group	of	‘homeless’	youth	(those	
who	are	couch	surfing,	in	transitional	housing,	on	the	streets,	or	among	families	in	
unstable	living	situations)	are	the	McKinney	Vento	students	(12%).		The	number	of	
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McKinney	Vento	students	we	have	seen	this	Fall/Winter	is	nearly	the	same	as	last	
year.	
	
Sixty	three	percent	of	YSA	youth	are	of	color	this	Fall/Winter	whereas	this	group	

represented	
83%	of	our	
youth	a	
year	ago.		
This	change	
is	likely	
related	to	
the	
increased	
number	of	
youth	living	
on	the	
street	who	
are	coming	
to	YSA.	A	
majority	of	

these	youth	are	White.		The	number	of	African	American	youth	attending	YSA	has	
dropped	18%	in	Fall/Winter2015	versus	Fall/Winter	2014.		This	trend	echoes	the	

City	of	
Berkeley	
demograph-
ic	changes.	
When	the	
2010	
census	data	
came	out,	
Berkeley’s	
population	
had	
increased	
by	10%	to	
112,580	
and	the	
African	

American	population	had	dropped	20%	from	14,007	to	11,241.1		As	Berkeley	
continues	to	change,	YSA	may	too.		It	also	notable	that	only	9%	of	YSA	youth	have	
identified	their	race	as	Latino	but	26%	specified	their	ethnicity	as	Hispanic.		There	
																																																									
1	Knobel,	Lance.	(2011).	Berkeley	Population	up	by	10%,	African	American	Decline.		

Berkeleyside.	Retreived	from:		
http://www.berkeleyside.com/2011/03/09/berkeley-population-grows-by-
10-african-american-decline/.		
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are	a	lot	of	mixed	culture	youth	of	African	American,	American	Indian	and	Hispanic	
race/ethnicity.		Nonetheless,	YSA	remains	incredibly	diverse	considering	the	fact	

that	nearly	
60%	of	
Berkeley	is	
White	and	
only	9%	are	
African	
American.2	
	
YSA	
supports	
65%	more	
males	than	
females.		
Among	YSA	
men,	sixty-
one	percent	
are	of	color.		
It	is	unclear	
why	YSA	
supports	so	
many	more	
young	men	
than	
women.		It	
could	
pertain	to	
the	
dispropor-
tionate	
number	of	
boys	and	
men	of	
color	who	

are	jobless	in	California.		According	to	the	Bureau	of	Labor	Statistics,	the	
unemployment	rate	for	African	American	men	ages	20-24	is	20%	compared	to	10%	
for	White	men	in	the	same	age	group	even	though	there	are	nearly	91%	more	White	
men	in	this	age	group	than	African	American	men	in	California.3		The	need	for	jobs	
																																																									
2	ACS.	(2014)	ACS	Demographic	and	Housing	Estimates.	Retrieved	from:		

http://factfinder.census.gov/faces/tableservices/jsf/pages/productview.xht	
ml?src=CF	

3	BLS.	(2014).	“Employment	status	of	the	civilian	noninstitutional	population	by	sex,		
race,	Hispanic	or	Latino	ethnicity,	marital	status,	and	detailed	age,	2014		
annual	averages”.	Retrieved	from:	http://www.bls.gov/lau/table14full14.pdf	
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among	men	of	color	relative	to	other	men	might	be	a	macro-level	factor.		On	the	
same	scale,	the	unemployment	differences	by	gender	appear	minor.		Female	poverty	
for	youth	ages	16-19	and	20-24	is	nearly	on	par	with	Male	poverty	for	youth	ages	
16-19	and	20-24	in	California	(25.2	and	10.2%	and	26.3%	and	11.8%	respectively).		

The	gender	
ratio	at	YSA	
deserves	
more	
considera-
tion	since	it	
is	unclear	
why	there	
is	a	
significant	
gender	
split.		
	
The	
opportunity	
to	earn	an	

income	definitely	impacts	the	composition	of	YSA	youth.		Seventy-seven	percent	of	
the	youth	live	in	extremely	low,	poverty,	and	low-income	households.		This	is	a	9%	
increase	from	the	number	of	youth	in	this	category	last	year.	Although	the	number	

of	youth	in	
extremely	
low,	
poverty,	
and	low-
income	
households	
represented	
90%	of	all	
youth	in	
Fall/Winter	
2014,	the	
change	in	
percent	of	
youth	in	
this	
category	is	

skewed	by	the	increase	in	the	number	of	moderate-income	youth		from	5	to	23	
between	the	periods	of	Fall/Winter	2014	to	Fall/Winter	of	2015.		Four	of	these	
youth	were	referrals	from	the	Alacosta	program	at	the	ED	Roberts	campus.		YSA	is	
contracted	to	support	neuro-diverse	youth	of	any	income	and,	as	a	result,	our	
income-levels	are	becoming	more	mixed.		Another	factor	influencing	this	change	is	
that	we	supported	three	youth	receiving	internship	credit	through	their	school	who	
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were	of	moderate	income.		If	you	factor	out	these	youth,	86%	of	the	YSA	Fall/Winter	
participants	live	in	extremely	low,	poverty,	or	low	incomes,	which	is	on	par	to	the	
past.	
	
When	we	examine	the	disability	status	of	our	youth,	we	see	a	54%	increase	in	the	

number	of	
youth	with	
a	disability	
in	the	
Fall/Winter	
2015	from	
Fall/Winter	
2014.		
While	still	a	
small	part	
of	our	
overall	
community	
(13%),	
neuro-
diverse	

youth	are	joining	our	program	more	frequently	because	of	the	new	relationship	
with	the	Alacosta	program.		Currently,	six	youth	join	us	from	the	Ed	Roberts	campus	

and	these	
numbers	
are	
expected	to	
increase.	
	
Other	
demograph
ics	that	YSA	
pays	
attention	to	
are	the	
number	of	
youth	in	
foster	care	
and	female	
heads	of	

household.		Over	one	fifth	of	YSA	participants	have	been	or	are	in	foster	care.		Only	
five	percent	of	YSA	youth	are	female	heads	of	household.		However,	this	statistic	is	
skewed	because	there	are	fewer	women	than	men	at	YSA.		Among	the	women	at	
YSA,	nearly	one	out	of	every	five	is	a	female	head	of	household.		It	is	important	to	
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pay	attention	to	our	foster	youth,	because	twenty	percent	of	the	US’s	foster	children	
live	in	CA	and	65%	of	CA	foster	youth	face	imminent	homelessness.4	
	
YSA	supports	youth	who	‘drop	in’,	coming	a	total	of	least	three	times,	as	well	as	
youth	that	stay	at	least	ten	weeks	that	we	term	‘regular’	participants.		Slightly	more	
youth	are	‘regulars’	than	‘drop-ins’.		This	does	not	mean	the	‘drop	in’	youth	don’t	
produce	or	participate	at	YSA.		Usually,	they	are	opting	to	make	art	intensively	
within	a	given	month	versus	over	several	months	of	the	Fall/Winter.		For	instance,	
30	youth	joined	YSA	between	early	November	and	December	18,	the	last	day	of	our	
Fall/Winter	program.		Among	these	‘drop-in’	youth,	a	quarter	of	them	came	a	total	
5-10	times.		Due	to	the	mobility	of	several	of	our	youth,	it	is	more	practical	for	them	
to	be	dedicated	for	a	specific	month	or	only	during	sporadic	weeks	rather	than	keep	
a	three	times	per	week	schedule	over	24	weeks.		They	also	attend	at	different	times	
within	our	12:30-6:30pm	hours	and	throughout	the	week	instead	of	keeping	
consistent	hours	and	days	of	attendance.		YSA	purposely	lets	youth	pick	their	
schedule	and	is	flexible	about	when	they	come	to	encourage	more	participation.		
The	term	‘drop	in’	does	not	fairly	describe	the	amount	of	time	many	youth	spend	at	
YSA.	
	

How	Youth	Feel	Impacted	
YSA	staff	interview	youth	about	their	experience	in	the	program	at	the	end	of	the	
term.		Three	themes	arose:	(1)	most	youth	come	to	YSA	because	they	value	the	
social	support,	(2)	YSA	has	encouraged	youth	to	think	about	their	personal	goals,	(3)	

they	respect	YSA	giving	them	more	power	
to	determine	how	they	live	their	lives	both	
in	programming	and	in	the	real	world.	
	
Social	Support	
All	youth	have	remarked	in	some	way	how	
supportive	YSA	is.		A	youth	expands	he	
likes,		

“The	community.		The	willingness	to	
help	and	serve	the	community.		It’s	
different	than	other	places.		You	
guys	do	more	outreach	and	work	
directly	with	the	homeless	
community.		You	do	a	lot	to	help	
people	in	their	personal	situations.		

For	instance,	Danielle	took	me	to	Berkeley	Adult	School	and	helped	me	get	
some	personal	stuff	done.”	

																																																									
4	The	Hard	Facts	about	Foster	Care.	(2015).Alameda	County	Court	Appointed	
Special	Advocates	for	Children	
http://www.casaofalamedacounty.org/District/1226-The-Hard-Facts-About-
Foster-Care.html	
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Youth	come	into	YSA	with	a	variety	of	needs.		This	youth	wants	to	complete	his	GED	
and	has	benefited	from	referrals.		When	YSA	does	not	provide	the	service	a	youth	
needs,	the	staff	find	a	way	to	connect	the	youth	with	the	needed	resources.		YSA	also	
targets	homeless	youth.		This	specified	outreach	and	quality	of	the	outreach	is	noted	
by	youth	too.		YSA	is	a	space	that	accommodates	all	youth	and	also	recognizes	their	
uniqueness	within	a	supportive	community.	
	

YSA	is	a	place	where	youth	connect	with	
new	friends	and	find	social	support.		
One	youth	has	attended	the	program	for	
over	a	year.		He	said	he	likes,		

“The	people.	The	people,	because	
you	meet	a	lot	of	different	people	
and	hear	their	stories.		You	get	to	
know	them	and	make	a	bond.		
The	people	are	definitely	the	
reason	I	come	back	to	YSA.”	

Many	youth	come	from	different	
backgrounds.		Some	live	on	the	streets,	
some	are	neuro-diverse	and	some	are	
school-aged	while	others	are	over	18.		
All	work	together	on	projects.		The	

youth	get	to	know	youth	from	groups	that	they	might	not	identify	with	personally	to	
form	bonds.		These	relationships	feel	authentic:	“I	know	that	I	have	someone	to	call.		
All	of	my	YSA	friends	will	always	answer.”	Youth	make	lasting	friendships	at	YSA	
that	support	them	in	the	community.		They	find	people	they	can	count	on.	

	
Having	a	place	to	bring	problems	and	
receive	unconditional	support	makes	
many	youth	feel	like	they	have	found	a	
family:	“I	think	it	feels	like	a	family.		
Everyone	is	behind	you.”		YSA	staff	
support	youth	in	making	art	and	meeting	
personal	goals.		The	youth	have	
commented	that	they	really	like	the	new	
Senior	Artist	Brandon	and	he	acts	like	a	
good	friend.		They	also	note	Angel,	YSA’s	
Screen-Printing-Technician/Senior	Artist,	

will	push	the	youth	to	work	more,	“and	doesn’t	let	you	slack.”		Other	youth	talked	
about	the	case	management	and	counseling:	“Danielle	really,	like,	helped	me	get	
stuff	done.”		The	support	system	is	attracting	youth	to	stay	in	the	program	and	come	
back.		One	youth	has	been	referred	to	a	job	and	returns	to	see	the	community:	
“When	you	leave	and	come	back,	the	love	is	the	same.”		The	youth	agree:	“anything	I	
have	they	help.”		YSA	does	a	lot	more	than	make	art	with	the	youth.	
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This	fall	more	youth	have	rolled	into	YSA.		A	youth	elaborates,	“There	were	more	
people	this	fall,	like	way	more,	than	last	year,	so	that	was	exciting.“	More	youth	have	
chosen	to	pick	variable	schedules	this	year.		Instead	of	coming	into	the	cohorts	that	
meet	Monday,	Wednesday,	Friday	or	Tuesday,	Thursday,	Friday,	youth	come	any	
combination	of	days	that	they	have	time.		As	a	result,	fewer	youth	attend	on	Fridays,	
which	has	traditionally	been	a	time	when	all	youth	have	been	in	the	studio.		This	
flexibility	has	really	helped	youth:	“YSA	is	really	good	at	supporting.”		Accepting	
whatever	time	youth	could	give	has	allowed	more	people	to	come:	“there	were	more	

people.		Great	vibe.		I	was	surprised—I	
didn’t	know	so	many	people	knew	about	
YSA.”		Word	of	mouth	definitely	has	
gotten	out	through	street	outreach	that	
YSA	would	meet	youth	‘where	they	were	
at’	and	shape	the	program	to	meet	their	
needs.			
	
Our	Art	Director,	Victor	Mavedzenge,	
has	transitioned	out	and	been	replaced	
by	Senior	Artists,	Brandon	Pritzkat	and	
Angel	Perez.		The	new	staff	also	seem	
influential:	“I	like	all	the	new	people	

coming	through.		Brandon	happening	was	good.		I	like	Brandon	coming.”		Another	
youth	echoes,	“A	lot	changed	when	Brandon	came.		The	space	became	more	
organized.		It’s	helping	us	move	to	the	next	level.”	
Despite	a	lot	of	transitions,	our	youth	have	reported	positive	things	about	the	
additional	new	people	in	the	space.	
	
Personal	Goals	
At	YSA,	respect	is	an	issue	the	youth	have	identified	as	a	learning	experience	that	is	
enforced	in	the	space.	

“I	like	how	they	teach	people	to	take	responsibility	for	their	messes	and	have	
respect	for	other	people	
when	they	talk.		When	people	
first	come	they	talk	over	one	
another.		After	a	while,	they	
start	getting	more	and	more	
respect	until	they	become	
respectful.			One	of	the	things	
they	teach	is	only	one	person	
talks	at	a	time.”	

Professional	communication	ties	
into	all	parts	of	the	work.		Youth	
learn	to	listen	to	ideas	that	are	
different	from	theirs	and	work	on	a	

team.		Everyday	youth	have	check-ins	and	check-outs	that	give	them	a	chance	to	
voice	their	opinions.		It	is	an	opportunity	for	youth	to	get	to	know	one	another	as	
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well	as	practice	active	listening	and	public	speaking,	which	are	transferable	skills	to	
other	jobs.		The	youth	notice	their	skills	relating	to	respect	increase	over	time.	
	
The	youth	have	also	remarked	how	the	space	is	becoming	more	organized	and	
systematic	and	this	is	helping	them	to	better	meet	goals:	“I	really	want	things	to	
keep	changing.		I	do	like	the	fact	that	we	are	having	systems	in	place.	The	new	pay	

system	is	really	cool.”		One	of	the	changes	
that	have	occurred	this	fall	relates	to	the	
youth’s	pay.		In	the	past,	youth	were	paid	a	
flat	rate	of	$125	for	coming	at	least	three	
times	per	week	over	one	month.		Now,	they	
have	the	opportunity	to	earn	more	pay	but	
it	is	contingent	on	their	meeting	three	goals:	
(1)	coming	on	time,	(2)	completing	a	daily	
task	or	specific,	measurable,	achievable,	
realistic	and	timely	goal	and	(3)	cleaning	up.		
Completing	each	goal	is	worth	money,	so	
youth	receive	variable	pay	based	on	their	
effort	and	achievement.		This	system	has	
seemed	a	lot	clearer	and	fairer	to	youth:	“I	
like	that	it	felt	a	lot	more	organized	than	last	
spring.		The	jobs	and	payment	plans	were	a	
lot	more	organized.”		Youth	have	found	the	
space	easier	to	work	in	because	of	clearer	

boundaries.	
	
The	art	making	also	supports	youth’s	growth.		Youth	have	chose	to	come	more	than	
three	days:	“I	came	every	day.		I	worked	five	days	per	week.		It	was	good.		It	was	my	
first	time	doing	it.”		The	Alacosta	program	requires	youth	to	come	12:30-6:30pm	
five	days	per	week,	while	the	regular	YSA	program	asks	youth	to	work	9hrs	per	
week	on	the	days	of	their	choice.		Having	a	job	has	given	youth	more	accountability	
than	before.		It	has	also	exposed	them	to	trying	new	things:	“It’s	practice.		The	more	I	
do	it,	the	easier	it	gets,	and	the	more	understanding	I	have.		A	lot	of	the	times	the	
first	time	I	didn’t	know	how	to	do	it.”		Youth	learn	by	doing	at	YSA.		This	experiential	
learning	is	something	youth	report	as	preparing	them	to	meet	their	goals.	
	
The	youth	are	also	noticing	progress	in	each	other’s	work.		One	youth	that	has	been	
at	YSA	for	9	months	reports,	

“With	the	paintings,	I	remember	there	weren’t	a	lot	when	I	first	started.		Or	at	
least	good	ones.		Now,	the	paintings	we	are	selling	are	better.		The	people	
who	were	here	before	have	progressed	a	lot.		Their	art	is	better.”	

The	youth	see	each	other’s	art	improving	in	quality	through	hard	work.		This	is	
significant	because	a	lot	of	the	youth	do	not	see	themselves	as	artists.		Their	identity	
changes	as	they	begin	to	see	they	can	do	whatever	they	set	their	minds	to,	including	
artmaking.	
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“I	got	to	work	on	different	projects.		I	worked	on	a	door,	a	tree,	a	painting,	
and	I	sold	two	small	canvases.		Now,	I	am	going	to	work	on	a	new	piece.		I	
would	recommend	YSA	because	it	is	fun	and	you	get	to	meet	new	people.		
You	get	some	job	experience.”	

	
Youth	see	that	being	open	to	different	projects	and	people	is	a	necessary	part	of	

successfully	working.		
Attitude	matters	a	lot,	
because	it	facilitates	
experience.		As	one	youth	
said:		

“If	you	make	a	
commitment	to	
things	that	are	
offered	to	you,	
that’s	when	the	
door	opens.”	

It	is	remarkable	how	many	youth	find	YSA	a	productive	place	to	be	because	it	is	a	
safe	space:		

“This	is	somewhere	I	can	come	and	be	myself.		There	is	no	judgment.		You	can	
be	yourself.		There	are	a	bunch	of	weirdos	in	here.		Weird	is	unique.		I’m	
comfortable.		There	are	familiar	faces.		It’s	not	like	I’m	just	sitting	here	doing	
me	and	wondering	what	would	help	me.		There	are	welcoming	people	here.”	

Youth	feel	comfortable	asking	for	help.		They	do	not	feel	like	they	‘have	to	do	them’	
or	they	will	be	a	burden	working	with	others.		Acceptance	helps	encourage	the	
youth	to	rely	on	others.	This	can	be	scary	for	some	and	a	major	mind	shift	after	
having	had	to	become	adults	early	in	life	in	order	to	care	for	themselves.	

	
As	one	youth	reiterated,	the	
program	is	really	good.	

“Only	good.		This	is	not	a	
bad	thing	for	me	to	be	doing	
with	my	time.		It	takes	my	
mind	off	the	negatives.		I	
have	an	issue	with	cops.		I	
have	an	issue	with	their	
manners.		I’ve	been	to	jail.		I	
don’t’	want	to	go	there	

again.		This	place	keeps	me	out	of	their	face.		I	don’t	want	to	talk	shit	with	an	
officer.	I	gotta	try	because	I	want	the	same.		I	know	I	have	to	earn	respect.		
You	have	to	give	to	get.”	

Many	of	the	youth	that	have	lived	on	the	street	find	YSA	an	alternative	to	getting	in	
trouble	that	they	do	not	want.		The	youth	report	YSA	is	an	option	for	them	to	spend	
their	time	positively.		This	is	an	important	insight	into	how	successful	job	training	is	
contingent	on	youth	having	a	safe	place	to	go;	a	place	where	they	can	show	their	
best	selves	and	continue	to	grow	personally	as	well	as	professionally.	
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Power	
Empowerment	and	youth	voice	is	the	last	theme	that	came	out	of	our	interviews.		
Youth	talk	about	this	value	and	have	mixed	feelings	about	how	well	YSA	let	youth	
lead	this	fall.		They	also	have	noted	how	YSA	gives	them	more	self-sufficiency	so	

they	can	be	freer	outside	the	
program.	
	
One	youth	says,	“I	don’t	feel	like	I	
have	control	over	my	future.		I	
don’t	have	a	lot	of	money.		If	I	do,	
I	use	it	right	away.”		Many	youth	
at	YSA	deal	with	the	experiences	
of	poverty.		Being	short	on	cash	is	
often	a	reality.		However,	the	

stipend	seems	to	give	youth	some	more	freedom:	“Because	of	YSA,	I	can	buy	
whatever	I	need	or	want.		I	make	my	own	decisions	here.”		Youth	earn	money	that	is	
theirs	to	use	how	they	choose.		Self-determination	gives	the	youth	some	hope.		A	
youth	explains,	“It	feels	good	to	know	that	I	can	go	into	a	store	and	not	have	anyone	
say	you	can’t	eat	that	because	it’s	unhealthy	or	has	too	much	sugar.		As	long	as	I	
keep	in	check	how	much	sugar	I’m	eating,	I	
know	I	can	get	what	I	want.		It	makes	me	
feel	better.”		Youth	know	what	is	good	for	
them	and	make	more	reflective	choices	
because	it	is	within	their	control.		This	
mindfulness	improves	the	youth’s	sense	of	
self-efficacy	and	confidence.	
	
A	lot	of	youth	have	expressed	how	they	like	
YSA’s	open	structure.	

“I	like	how	open	it	is.		It	is	easy	to	
communicate.		You’re	free	to	do	
whatever	type	of	art	you	want.		
There	are	not	a	lot	of	restrictions.		
When	I	get	a	very	specific	
assignment	in	a	set	way,	it	is	hard	
for	me	versus	figuring	it	out	myself.		
Especially	when	it	comes	to	art.		I	
really	like	that.		Everyone	here	is	really	nice.“		

Youth	enjoy	independence	designing	their	projects.		Unlike	school	or	other	places	
where	there	is	a	set	way	to	get	things	done,	YSA	allows	youth	to	be	creative.		More	
importantly,	it	encourages	youth	to	pay	attention	to	their	decisions:	“Making	my	
own	choices	is	also	good.		I	work	on	good	art	by	myself.”		This	youth	has	noticed	that	
the	quality	of	his	work	improves	when	he	works	independently,	even	though	he	is	
quite	social.		Knowing	his	work	style	is	a	skill	that	he	can	take	to	his	next	job	and	
utilize	to	be	more	productive.	
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Youth	sometimes	struggle	with	decisions	made	in	the	past:	“There	is	also	disconnect	
between	past	and	present	youth.		We	are	doing	things	that	old	youth	wanted	to	do	
and	they	are	not	here	anymore.		It’s	a	problem.”		One	example	of	a	past	youth	
decision	affecting	present	youth	is	programming	where	a	local	artist	writes	letters	

to	inmates	and	then	makes	art	
around	the	dialogues	that	center	
on	freedom.	While	some	youth	
love	this	program,	others	find	it	
too	restricting.	“It	was	not	youth	
led	enough.	I	feel	forced	and	not	
connected	to	‘Beyond	this	
Prison’.		I	don’t	want	to	waste	the	
artist’s	time.		We	have	to	do	it	
just	because.”		The	youth	report	
a	lot	of	respect	for	the	artist	but	
felt	disconnect	from	the	project.		
The	youth	struggle:	“Even	

though	we	have	input	on	the	design,	we’ve	been	told	it’s	going	to	happen.”		This	
sentiment	sounds	extended	to	other	parts	of	YSA	as	well,	revealing	how	important	
youth	input	is	to	the	community.		
	
Overall,	the	youth	find	YSA	a	supportive	space	that	prepares	them	to	meet	goals	and	
become	empowered	leaders.		Youth	feel	comfortable	speaking	up	for	what	they	
believe	and	have	confidence	in	their	opinions.		It	is	a	sign	our	youth	feel	safe	
speaking	up	about	wanting	more	control	in	organizational	decision	making.		Youth	

repeatedly	say,	“I	have	a	good	
support	system	here.		They	
are	there	for	me.		If	I	have	a	
problem,	they	can	help	me	
figure	it	out.		Generally,	I	get	
good	feedback	on	what	I	do.”		
Youth	get	feedback	on	their	
ideas,	whether	someone	
agrees	with	them	or	not.		All	
provide	a	support	network	
for	one	another.		The	
artmaking	is	a	good	example	
of	how	the	community	seeks	
to	find	the	positive.		“They	
don’t	knock	it	even	if	it	is	bad.		

People	grin	and	bear	it.		They	find	a	way	to	talk	about	how	an	idea	is	unique.		Even	if	
a	piece	of	art	isn’t	great,	they	find	a	way	to	make	it	good.”	Even	if	the	art	quality	is	
not	always	great,	there	is	always	some	beauty	that	an	acquaintance,	peer,	friend,	or	
staff	will	find	in	it.		The	youth	trust	they	will	get	support	when	they	say	they	have	a	
problem.		This	drives	a	sense	of	empowerment	in	the	space.	
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Conclusion	
YSA	youth	speak	very	highly	about	the	community.		They	clearly	feel	support.		They	
also	have	good	ideas	for	improvements	moving	forward:	

“This	place	needs	funding,	honestly.		The	things	that	I	want	to	suggest	are:	
workshops	beyond	art.		Martial	arts.		Or	a	room	for	the	older	youth.		Have	a	
painting	class.		A	painting	teacher.		Someone	who	is	in	the	arts.		These	are	
things	I	would	suggest	because	people	want	to	come	in	and	improve.		There	
are	too	limited	people	to	do	it.		This	place	needs	to	beef	up.		Then,	you	can	
learn	more	from	the	people	you	are	around	too.“		

More	than	one	youth	address	about	
the	need	for	a	greater	variety	of	art	
supplies,	teachers	that	can	show	how	
to	work	with	many	mediums,	and	
higher	stipends.		The	youth	also	
seem	to	recognize	the	structural	
nature	of	these	issues	and	are	happy	
overall.	
	
The	Youths’	suggestions	for	
improvements	are	followed	by	this	
remark	and	sentiment;	

“What	can	improve	is	for	YSA	
to	be	known	across	the	
nation.		This	community,	they	
help	the	homeless.		They	help	
take	care	of	people	and	push	
them	towards	the	right	path.		

The	community.		We	participate	in	helping	the	homeless	by	going	to	City	hall	
meetings,	letting	them	come	here	and	work	and	get	paid.		YSA	feeds	us	as	
well.”	

The	youth	think	YSA	could	be	a	model	to	replicate	in	other	places.		For	them,	YSA	is	
a	space	of	advocacy,	safety,	and	most	importantly,	community.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


