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About this Report 
 
 
This report presents the initial findings of a collaborative research project between a research 
team at UMASS Boston and three youth justice groups in Boston: the Boston	Area	Youth	
Organizing	Project	(BYOP),	The	City	School,	and	the	Roxbury	Environmental	
Empowerment	Project	(REEP)	–	a	program	of	Alternatives	for	Community	and	
Environment.	Professor	Mark	R.	Warren	led	the	UMASS	team	which	consisted	of	six	
doctoral	students:	Sandeep	Jani,	Elena	Dowin	Kennedy,	Luke	Kupscznk,	Perri	Leviss,	
Matthew Poirier, and Kimberly Williams. Luke Kupscznk served as project coordinator. The 
research team is housed in a university course called The Practicum in Community Based 
Research. The practicum is designed to offer apprenticeship training to PhD students in 
community-based, collaborative research.  
 
Our partners included Najma Nazy’at and Collique Williams from BYOP, Seth Kirshenbaum 
and Ruby Reyes from The City School, and David Jenkins from REEP. 
 
The project was conceived and designed by this collaboration. However, the UMASS team 
conducted the research and writing of the report. We have begun to discuss our initial findings 
and analysis with our partners, but this process remains ongoing. As such, this report should be 
considered a draft. The UMASS team (and not our partners) is solely responsible for its contents. 
 
We would like to express a special thank you to all of our partner organizations, their staff, and 
the others who agreed to participate in this research. This report and the learnings contained 
therein would not have been possible without their gracious involvement and open honesty. 
 
Contact: Mark R. Warren at mark.warren@umb.edu  
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“We want to create our own history”: 

 
Youth Power and Leadership in the Boston Youth Justice 

Movement 2005-2008 
 
 

I remember just a group of the youth organizers here at REEP at the time said, 
“You know what? We’re tired of going out and giving talks and tours, and 
repeating what’s on a piece of paper, right? We want to create our own history.”  
 
I remember that vividly. I think at that moment the culture in REEP, and some 
other organizations in Boston shifted, where young people wanted to create 
history. And I think at that moment that’s when we started having conversations 
about what are we passionate about? What do we want to work on? How do we 
want to impact the system? How do we want to impact the jobs for the young 
people that are behind us? How do we change their pathway? -- Carlos Moreno 

 
 
 

The “Magic” of the Movement: Youth Power in Boston 
 

During the period 2005-2008, young people and their adult supporters wrote a new 
chapter for youth justice in Boston. Just as youth violence was reaching crisis proportions, young 
people came together across the city and mobilized thousands of their friends to demand jobs for 
young people as a way to prevent violence. With adult support, they asserted their power and 
leadership and brought new energy to the movement. At one city council meeting, they turned 
their back on city councilors who would not support their demands. They led a “Who’s Next” 
march to city hall where they staged a “die-in” to demand greater funding. As a result of their 
organizing, they won millions of dollars of increased funding from the city and state 
governments for youth jobs. 
 

The “magic” of this movement, however, did not arise from dollars won, but from the 
power created by young people. Youth demanded a greater say in the movement, sometimes 
“kicking” their adult supporters out of meetings so they could decide things on their own. For 
young people who had felt so disempowered by mainstream society and its institutions, like 
schools, and who were so often characterized as violent troublemakers, this sense of having 
power as change-makers was profound.  According to Carlos Moreno, a youth leader at the time: 
 

 I felt like I was a part of something that could never be taken away. Youth justice 
basically meant young people are taking action, doing something that was created 
by the young people for the young people. That’s really what it meant for me, as a 
16-17-year-old at the time, this being my first job, being able to call the shots 
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definitely felt good to come into work, and say, “You know what? I want this to 
go this way.” And then to see the outcome, and at that point you’re able to think 
strategically, and have certain decisions that kind of go into play. 

 
Carolyn Infante, another youth leader, described it this way: 
 

I loved what I was doing and I loved being the youth there, organizing it, and 
being at the forefront. You do. You feel like you have some power and you feel 
like you can make some change and at that point, that's what I felt. I felt like I was 
making change. 

 
Young people had a chance to exert their leadership in powerful ways. According to youth leader 
Rafael Feliciano: 
 

In 2005 I delivered my first speech in front of city councilors…I don’t remember 
exactly what it was, but it was documenting my life a little bit living in Mission 
Hill. And at the end of the speech I turned to the councilors and I told 
them…because we were demanding more youth jobs and more money for 
organizations. Excuse me. [Clearing throat]. And I turned to the city councilors 
and I said, “If you don’t care about me now, I may not care about you later.” And 
it was referring to me voting for them, because at that point I was 16 and it was 
pretty clear I was going to vote in two years; it’s pretty clear I am civic minded. 
So it’s like hey, give us something now so I remember you later in a positive way. 
I remember the reception that I received from the crowd. It was really explosive. 
People were really happy and you feel empowered in that moment. And that to 
me was like a real introduction into this world where it is like oh okay I 
understand all of the structural issues; I understand that there is a real problem in 
our community and we can change it. 

 
In the end, according to Allentza Michel, who worked in the movement as a young adult at the 
time, the exertion of youth power was a “game changer” in the city: 
 

The magic itself was youth had the space to define their own agenda because 
youth were allowed the space to define their own agenda.  In a lot of ways, that 
was a game changer for even the way the field of youth work was approached. 

 
 

Introduction to the Report 
 

This report presents the initial findings of a collaborative research project between a 
research team at UMASS Boston and three youth justice groups in Boston. The purpose of this 
collaborative research project is to document and analyze how young people and their adult allies 
built a powerful youth justice movement in Boston in the 2005-2008 period. Boston is home to a 
particularly broad array of youth organizing groups. During the 2005-2008 period, many of these 
groups came together to form a unified movement. Young people, typically teenagers in high 
school, took leadership of the movement and mobilized thousands of their peers to launch 
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campaigns for youth jobs and against violence. We seek to understand how this movement was 
built and the impact it had; we also want to draw lessons from this study that are relevant to 
understanding and advancing youth leadership and youth power today – in Boston and beyond. 
 

In this report, we present the initial findings of the research project in answer to three of 
the key questions we identified with our partners:1 

 How did youth justice groups and individuals come together to form a unified 
movement? 

 How was youth power and leadership practiced and viewed at the time? 
 What impacts did participation in the movement have on young people? 

We expect that the collaboration will continue during the 2014-2015 academic year when 
another UMASS team will continue to analyze the data already collected, and also collect new 
data, in order to extend the findings presented in this report and further understanding of the 
youth justice movement in Boston. 
 
 
Conducting the Research 
 

In order to decide on the focus of this research project, the UMASS team and staff from 
the youth justice organizations met several times in the fall. We wanted to conduct a project that 
would be useful to the groups in advancing their goal of building a stronger movement as well as 
to contribute to academic and broader public understanding of youth justice. Our partners 
identified the 2005-2008 time period as a particularly critical time in the development of the 
youth justice movement in Boston. They believed it was the first time that groups and individuals 
came together in such a large and sustained way to create a unified movement in Boston. It was 
also the first time young people exerted power and leadership in the movement to the extent that 
they were real decision-makers about campaign demands and strategy. Our partners wanted to 
understand how this “magic” came about and what lessons could be learned to strengthen and 
advance the Boston youth justice movement today.  
 
 
Data Collection 
 

We decided to interview participants in the movement during that time period in order to 
gain a rich, insider’s account of the processes involved and their impacts on young people, on 
groups in the movement, and on the city of Boston. We wanted to make sure to interview people 
who were youth leaders of the movement at the time, who we call “youth alumni” in this report. 
We wanted their voices at the center of the report. We also sought to interview people who 
participated in the movement as adults, typically staff of youth groups or youth workers; we call 
them “adult supporters” in this report, although they are sometimes referred to as “youth 
workers” or “adult allies.” Finally, we wanted to interview some people who were “external” to 
the movement but knowledgeable and engaged with it; this group included funders and public 
officials. In the end, we interviewed 29 participants, including 14 youth alumni, 11 adult 

                                                 
1 See Appendix II for a complete list of the research questions. 
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supporters, 2 foundation staff members and 2 city councilors. See Appendix I for a list of 
interview participants. 
 

Each interview lasted about an hour; however, interviews with our key partners and one 
or two others lasted close to two hours. The interviews were in-depth and semi-structured, 
meaning that we made sure to ask all participants the same set of questions but we allowed each 
interview to cover the issues and information most salient to each person. See Appendix II for 
the list of interview questions. 
 

We also collected a wide range of original documents from groups involved in the 
movement at the time. Documents came from the United Youth and Youth Worker alliance, 
REEP, BYOP, and a private collection of movement documents created by George Lee. These 
documents include event flyers, meeting agendas and notes, work summaries, and newspaper 
clippings. 
 
 
Data Analysis 
 
 The interviews were transcribed and then uploaded into a qualitative data analysis 
software program called maxQDA. We used the software to code 24 of the transcripts; we did 
not have time to code them all. This group of coded transcripts included 13 of the 14 young 
people interviewed, 9 adult supporters and the 2 funders. See Appendix III for a list of codes we 
created to analyze the transcripts. 
 

As noted above, due to time limitations, we decided to focus on three of our research 
questions: 

 How did youth justice groups and individuals come together to form a unified 
movement? 

 How was youth power and leadership practiced and viewed at the time? 
 What impacts did participation in the movement have on young people? 

 
Students on the UMASS team worked in pairs to compile and analyze the coded segments of 

the transcripts that related to each question or theme. Each pair also drafted a written analysis. 
We work-shopped each pair’s analysis together as a team and developed the account presented 
below. We made some effort to consider information in the documents that related to these 
themes. However, we did not have time to systemically analyze these documents; we choose 
these themes because we believed we could offer a credible account based primarily on 
interviews. 
 
 
A Note on Research Decisions 
 

Although the original research plan included a focus on the history and role of our three 
community partners (BYOP, REEP, and TCS), in the end we did not collect enough data to 
discuss their particular role in any elaborate way. That work remains for another iteration of the 
research project. 
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In addition, there were questions about the exact time period in which to frame this 

project. Some participants see an earlier start or a later end. Others do not highlight this period in 
particular and, rather, see one long continuum of youth justice organizing stretching from the 
early 1990s to today. In the end, we decided upon the period 2005-2008 as that coincides with 
the lifetime of the United Youth and Youth Workers alliance (UYYW), which was the 
organizational frame in which groups and individuals collaborated and youth power emerged. 
UYYW formed in the fall of 2005 and disbanded in the fall of 2008. The time frame also aligns 
with our participants’ accounts of the coming together of youth across groups and the emergence 
of youth leadership in the 2005-6 period, the assertion of youth power in 2006-7, the peak of the 
movement in the spring and summer of 2007, and its decline through the 2007-8 year. 
 

Finally, we had some questions about whether what happened amounted to a youth 
justice “movement” during this period. Definitions for what constitutes a movement vary. It 
seemed clear, however, that a large number of groups and individuals came together and 
mobilized hundreds if not thousands of young people to take action during this period. Moreover, 
all of the youth alumni and adult supporters we interviewed who commented on the issue said 
they felt part of a movement at the time or described the period as a movement. So we decided to 
characterize this period as a movement.  
 
 
Limitations of the Research Project 
 

The research project has several limitations that should be kept in mind when considering 
the findings and analysis presented below. First, this is almost entirely an insider account of the 
movement. We draw almost exclusively from youth who were committed leaders at the time and 
adults who supported them. Second, this account is based almost entirely on interviews with 
people suggested by our partners. When interviewing those participants, many other names were 
suggested; but we did not have the time nor resources to include them. Moreover, we did not 
have the time to thoroughly analyze the documents we collected. Finally, we were not able to 
develop the full analysis of the youth justice movement as originally planned. Findings and 
analyses of additional questions concerning the movement may well shed further light on the 
questions we have tried to answer here, as all pieces of the movement are connected. We expect 
that a further iteration of this collaborative research project will address many of these 
limitations and provide a fuller picture of the youth justice movement in Boston. 
 
 

Background and Context 
 

We believe it is important to frame our analysis with some discussion of the background 
and context to the emergence of the youth justice movement in 2005. Many of our interview 
participants spoke of the pre-history and lead up to the events of the 2005-2008 period and some 
of the documents we collected contain information about those earlier years. However, we did 
not collect enough data nor have sufficient time to thoroughly analyze the data we have to 
comprehensively report on this period. Therefore, the following account should be considered 
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sketchy and highly tentative. It will need to be confirmed, revised and elaborated based upon 
further research and analysis. 
 
 
Pre-2005 
 

From the late 1980s through the early 2000s, a rich array of organizations worked to 
engage young people in positive ways in Boston. Nonprofit organizations like Teen 
Empowerment and the Hyde Square Task Force worked to foster positive youth development 
and also began to involve young people in organizing processes. ACE and its youth program 
REEP formed and engaged young people in environmental organizing in Roxbury. Faith-based 
initiatives like the Greater Boston Interfaith Organization (GBIO) brought a new kind of 
organizing to Boston; the Boston Youth Organizing Project formed originally in alliance with 
GBIO. Meanwhile, in response to the rise of youth violence in Boston, the city government and 
public housing authorities began to hire youth workers to work with young people on the streets 
and in the neighborhoods. Finally, in the mid-1990s, critical educators began to offer young 
people opportunities for social justice education; the City School formed to build community 
with youth across Metro Boston and to offer opportunities for critical education and leadership 
development. 
 

During this era, groups sometimes worked together on issues and campaigns; however, 
these alliances did not typically persist and the dominant pattern was for groups to work on their 
own issues and typically in single neighborhoods. Young people often had the opportunity to 
organize and lead campaign efforts within these groups. However, they seldom united across 
groups. Moreover, the dominant pattern appears to be that youth were not engaged long enough 
to develop the experience necessary to build the highest level of leadership. Young people 
developed issues, participated in planning campaigns and setting demands, and spoke for the 
youth groups at public events and in front of public officials; however, adults in the end typically 
made the key decisions in terms of strategy and tactics. 
 

Despite these limitations, we can see the foundation for a youth justice movement 
emerging in Boston in the early 2000s. Many groups and youth programs were active then, with 
some history of working together. Many youth had developed experience in organizing and 
leadership. Many adult staff and youth workers had experience working with young people and 
helping to cultivate and support youth leadership. 
 
 
Precipitating Events 
 

There are some important immediate precursors to the emergence of a youth justice 
movement in 2005-2008. By the early 2000s, the “Boston Miracle,” that is, the dramatic decline 
of youth violence that occurred through the 1990s, seems to have come to a close. Budget cuts 
reduced youth jobs and the ranks of youth workers. Seemingly in direct response, youth violence 
spiked up. By 2005, youth violence was widespread and affected youth across the city. A sense 
of urgency prevailed among youth organizers, who called for increasing jobs for youth and for 
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increasing youth programming, thereby elevating the numbers and improving the working 
conditions of youth workers. 
 

In the late 1990s, the South End/Lower Roxbury Youth Worker Alliance (YWA) formed 
and began to serve as a meeting place to bring youth workers and other adult staff from youth 
justice groups together. YWA and other formations began to organize around job cuts and youth 
worker conditions. In the winter of 2004/2005 a broader alliance emerged and met to set a four 
part agenda: youth jobs; sustained, long-term funding for youth programs; living wages for youth 
workers; and youth leadership. In the spring, the emerging alliance presented this agenda at a 
forum with public officials. In the summer, it organized a statehouse rally for summer jobs for 
youth and won an increase in the state budget from about $2 to $4 million for jobs in the summer 
of 2006. This was a significant victory and spurred on the growing movement. In the fall of 
2005, the new alliance formalized itself into UYYW as an alliance of youth and youth workers. 
 

Meanwhile, a group of middle school students had begun to learn about arts and 
organizing at Spontaneous Celebrations in Jamaica Plain. These and other students from Jamaica 
Plain and the City School (TCS) joined together to work against violence. They attended the 
Summer Leadership Program at TCS and formed the Beantown Society. This led to a campaign 
against violence at the Curley Middle School. In the spring of 2005, the Beantown Society 
launched its “Don’t wait ‘till we’re dead” campaign against violence. Young people exerted 
more leadership in Beantown’s campaigns than they had in the past, and they began to gain the 
experience which would allow them to form the nucleus of the group that took power in UYYW 
a couple of years later.  
 

In the spring of 2005, REEP’s monthly meetings began to gather together youth leaders 
from across the city and across various groups. Many of these young people participated in the 
2005 spring/summer organizing for an increase in state funding for youth jobs. These 
relationships and this experience provided an additional foundation for the emergence of youth 
power in the movement. 
 

Finally, a new group of adults entered the field of Boston youth work around the 2004-5 
time period. These young adults believed that youth can and should exert full leadership in the 
movement. They began agitating among other adult supporters for this view and encouraged 
young people to exert stronger leadership and to demand greater power within the movement. 
 
 
Key Events in 2005-2008 
 

During the 2005-2006 year, UYYW focused again on its four-part agenda. Again, 
however, it appears that the issue of youth jobs rose to the front. City Councilor Mike Ross led a 
task force that showed the correlation between declining funds for youth and growing rates of 
youth violence. Within UYYW, young people began to develop their leadership and assert 
themselves. They mobilized large numbers of young people to actions. At one big mobilization 
to a city council meeting, the youth decided to turn their backs on the city council when it 
wouldn’t support their demands. In the end, the movement scored some important gains: it won a 
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$300,000 increase in city funding for youth jobs for the summer of 2006 and a state budget 
increase to $5.7 million for the summer of 2007. 
 

In the fall of 2006, youth continued to exert their power. At one meeting, the youth asked 
the adults to leave the room so they could meet on their own and make their own decisions. This 
was a new kind of exertion of power and many capture that spirit by describing the action as 
youth “kicking” the adults out. UYYW decided to separate into two sections, one to focus on 
youth jobs and one to advocate for youth workers. Again, organizing around youth jobs appears 
to have grown rapidly. Young people mobilized youth across the city. In June of 2007 they led a 
“Who’s Next?” march of over 600 youth to city hall where they held a “die-in” in the plaza while 
the mayor looked on from his office inside. The youth scored their biggest wins this year, 
including a $500,000 increase in city funding for youth jobs for the summer of 2007 and state 
funding increases of $2 million to include year-round jobs for youth. 
 

In late June of 2007, several busloads of youth left Boston for the Atlanta Social Forum 
where they met youth leaders from across the country and returned inspired and emboldened for 
even greater power. However, at the end of the summer the most experienced group of youth 
leaders “graduated” and moved on to college or other activities. UYYW held a “Passing the 
Torch” event for the new youth leaders. However, this group had much less experience and was 
not prepared for the kind of leadership expected of them. By all accounts, a frustrating year 
ensued. In the fall of 2008, UYYW officially disbanded.  
 

The movement, however, had lasting impacts on the young people involved and on youth 
organizing in Boston as we discuss below. 
 

We now turn to discuss our findings in relationship to the three questions outlined above: 
 How did youth justice groups and individuals come together to form a unified 

movement? 
 How was youth power and leadership practiced and viewed at the time? 
 What impacts did participation in the movement have on young people? 

 
 

Collaboration in the Movement 
 
 

One of the unique and powerful features of the movement during this time was the high 
level of collaboration that developed across groups and individuals. While many of the 
organizations had worked on similar campaigns in the past and occasionally connected at rallies 
or hearings, collaboration was fundamentally different this time. It brought many more people 
together with a greater sense of unity and was sustained for multiple years.  Many of the adults 
still working with the organizations today describe the collaboration among youth at this time as 
special. Najma Nazy’at of BYOP describes the interactions with this cohort of youth and the 
work they did across organizations as “magic”.   

 
Many participants attribute the impetus for collaboration to the sense of urgency created 

by the rise of youth violence across the city. In our interviews, we find a context set in pain and a 
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sense of urgency due to the continued loss of youth to violence.  When describing the crisis of 
youth violence at the time, youth alumni Carolyn Infante says: 

 
I had a lot of friends who were in gangs or I knew somebody in a gang and there was a 
lot of deaths at that time. 

 
Carlos Moreno, another youth alumni, notes: 
 

And the hot topic at the time was violence. I mean, violence was pretty much 
everywhere. 

 
Shane Bass says: 
 

 I lost 16 friends that year. 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(Picture of various buttons used for campaigns, courtesy of George Lee, personal archive) 
 
Meanwhile, city government had been cutting back on jobs for youth and youth workers. 

The shared pain and anger over the lack of action from government officials led a stream of 
youth from organizations like REEP, Beantown/City School and the Curley project to merge 
with concerned adults and youth workers fighting for the same cause. Youth workers had already 
formed a coalition to fight for their rights in hopes of being better able and better positioned to 
support youth – the South End/Lower Roxbury Youth Workers Alliance.  In order to combat the 
increasing violence at that time, adults decided to include youth in their coalition and in turn this 
organization became the United Youth and Youth Workers of Boston (UYYW), sometimes 
simply known as United. George Lee, an adult supporter from UYYW, describes the process: 
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In 2004, originally the plan was to start the local groups and then do a citywide 
effort, but because of the increasing violence, people felt like it made sense to go 
ahead and move on some of the citywide work. So the South End/Lower Roxbury 
Youth Workers Alliance really connected a number of folks to help start what 
eventually became United Youth and Youth Workers of Boston.  
 
Although United originally had a dual agenda – to improve conditions for youth workers 

and to increase funding for youth jobs – the coalition ended up focusing on summer youth jobs 
as a critical means to prevent youth violence.  This is when the magic of collaboration happened. 
According to youth alumni Kendra Lara, “This was the first time where we had a coalition of 
nonprofit organizations that were from all different areas around the city working towards one 
goal.”  The impetus for collaboration was so strong among youth that youth alumni Shane Bass 
recalls rival gangs who would never see eye-to-eye put their issues aside and joined together in 
UYYW.   

 
Repeatedly we heard of the significant increase in collaboration when UYYW began and 

the power it brought to youth and to the organizing effort.  There was now a space for common 
messaging, common identity, sharing of resources and expertise, and mutual support through 
both individual and organizational relationships. Groups and individuals began to support each 
other’s campaigns as well as uniting behind the summer jobs effort. Through UYYW a newly 
created power in unity took root in Boston.  The power of this time is best expressed through 
Carolyn Infante’s comment on the power of the United movement: 

 
When we started the United Youth and Youth Workers, … It wasn't a set place. 
There was a bond.  I met people that I had never met before from different 
organizations and I would visit these different organizations as well and I think 
that was really powerful just to be able to go and see what other youth are doing 
and be able to talk and have the connection and work on things that you care 
about. I thought that was very powerful and even to me.”   

 
 
The Structure of UYYW 
 
 Youth alumni and adult supporters describe UYYW of Boston as a new kind of 
organization whose formation was key to collaboration. Youth frequently refer to it as the place 
where organizing across organizations occurred, and adults treat it as a place where youth were 
exerting leaderships roles outside of their own groups.  UYYW functioned as a means of creating 
a network of action between individuals and organizations, and a place where youth and adults 
could decide together on issues, demands, and campaign strategies.  It did so through a few 
different avenues that were important to the success of this time. One particularly important 
avenue was youth leadership.  While supported by adults, there was a strong element of youth 
leadership that created a vested interest and unity by the youth involved.   
 

Allentza Michel, a young adult supporter at the time, describes a pivotal moment when 
UYYW had one of its first big meetings, described by many as the “Big Church Meeting”.   
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I am sure you have heard the story of the big meeting at the church on Tremont.  
That was really what kind of kicked off the citywide initiative where youth and 
youth workers we are going to come together, we are going to figure this out for 
ourselves, we are going to figure out what is needed.   

 
At this meeting, funding of youth workers and youth jobs was discussed, along with the building 
and sharing of knowledge and power through the space that UYYW created. 

 
From the beginning, young people played a key role in forging a real collaboration across 

groups. Although adult staff of these groups also wanted to create unity, many credit youth as 
leading the unification effort. The first and most important element that we find in the interviews 
was the presence of youth leadership within the elements of collaboration and the UYYW work.  
We find that the youth and adults discuss UYYW as a place where youth leadership was critical 
to the forward momentum.  As noted by one adult ally, “Youth exerted leadership within the 
creation of UYYW”.  Youth alumni Carolyn Infante recalls youth taking leadership and working 
with adults to create this space. “I would say at least when United Youth and Youth Workers 
started, me, Seth, Beatrice, and I sat down and said let's make this happen.”  

 
Youth-led efforts within this space played a key role in its formation and success during 

this time period. Through the relationships and collaborations built in UYYW, young people and 
adults begin to share knowledge and skills.  Youth learned from adults, adults learned from 
youth, and adults learned from other adults. Adult ally George Lee notes, “So BYOP knew how 
to do campaign maps. They did a training. Some of us picked up on that and started using 
campaign maps in United to make structures.”  Experiential learning and collaborative learning 
like this reinforce each other throughout this time, as youth lead and are the public face of the 
movement.  

 
 The structure of UYYW created new kinds of collaborations compared to what had 

occurred in the past.  For example, Collique Williams, now an adult staff member at BYOP, 
explains the difference between what was happening with the youth at BYOP then, as opposed to 
when he was a BYOP youth leader in the late 90’s:  “I felt it and I just didn’t know exactly what 
to do with it, cause this is the time that they really started UYYW and a lot of the projects with 
different organizations. This is the time that they started to kick off Youthway and we started to 
partner with REEP and all of these other organizations that I knew about when I was a young 
person, but we didn’t actually collaborate with, in the same way.”  His quote speaks to the fact 
that this time was fertile for the collaborative efforts that were underway, and that UYYW was a 
significant factor in providing for a type of network collaboration that brought together message, 
identity, and resources in one convenient package. UYYW sponsored a number of events, 
meetings and activities scheduled on a regular basis.  
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(Copy of UYYW calendar, courtesy of George Lee, personal archive) 
 

Young people and adult allies met so often that relationships deepened, leading to mutual 
support across groups. A former BYOP youth leader, Jessica Cetoute, recalls this collaboration 
across several organizations, “I remember BYOP being at the forefront of it. ….We certainly 
partnered with other organizations and we would support each other. It depended on the event 
that was taking place. If City School was leading something, maybe we would go out and 
support them and we'll help in whatever ways they thought fit or maybe it was help with a task 
force or other organizations at the time.”  Unlike some times prior to this, the collaboration was 
not by chance; it was purposeful, strategic, and united. 
 

Beyond mutual support across groups, UYYW created a common goal among them. 
Carolyn Infante describes the coming together of UYYW to achieve something greater. 

 
So, the United Youth and Youth Workers Alliance began then. It was local at the 
time. We just knew we wanted organizations to come together, for there not to be 
any competition. We've seen these organizations before, but a purpose and a goal 
where we can all come together and we can fight for something. So, that was very 
beautiful. It was very, out of a place of love and support and just being there. 

 
 
United Identification 
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Individuals from BYOP, REEP and TCS all spoke about the very conscious and strategic 
decision to identify as one organization rather then representing their individual organizations.  
This united identification provided both strength in numbers, but also protection for any one 
individual or organization if they spoke on behalf of the group.  In the past youth and adult staff 
would come to a meeting at City Hall or in the community and state their name and specific 
organization.  Now they would say their name and say they were members of UYYW.  Adult 
ally George Lee explains:  
 

A lot of groups understood that there’s strength in numbers and if we stick 
together, it’s why we chose the name United, that we’ll be able to push for what’s 
right and not have to worry about any individual organizations. And it’s part of 
what is smart too was about introducing ourselves as United, because when 
you’re in a meeting with the Mayor and you’re like I’m from such and such group 
and think you’re not doing enough, you could possibly invite retaliation. 
 
Many say that youth led this effort at unity and urged everyone to throw aside 

individuality and group identity for the greater good. Seth Kirshenbaum, adult supporter at The 
City School, talks about how youth at Beantown put aside their group pride and identification 
with their individual organizations for the power of a single youth and youth organizing identity: 

 
You’re reppin your people, and that was your people within your walls, or within the 
same name. And I can’t speak to other places, but I can say at Beantown we pushed hard 
against that, like those are your people, stop reppin against them. And so then the 
Beantown youth, especially Beatriz stopped, and Shane did this really great City School 
start with some slogans like, “It’s not about we; it’s about us.” And, “No reppin.” That 
was a big thing right around that time, no one repping. I think even that first meeting, I 
think they framed it. There’s no organization, like we’re not reppin any organizations.  

 
Najma Nazy’at also recalls youth directing her to ensure she did not wear the BYOP 
organization shirt, so there would be no identification and “no reppin”.  She explains how the 
youth would tell her what not to wear to meetings:  
 

Najma, don’t wear that shirt.… back then we had the Take Over shirts. Don’t wear the 
BYOP Take Over shirt; just please come with something like neutral. Literally, they told 
me that. And then they said, Look, this is what we need you to do as adults. 

 
Similarly, George Lee described the decision and plan to switch from representing individual 
organizations to standing united as UYYW: 

 
I remember in a meeting with the Mayor we had a group at City Hall. When we went  
around, we said beforehand we were going. We’re not going to sit here all in a group. 
We’re gonna say my name is so and so and I’m representing United Youth and Youth 
Workers of Boston. And that was the mentality a lot of us had even when we didn’t throw 
sometimes in the meetings. People would see us. We would see ourselves as part of 
something bigger and not repping for just our interests.   
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This united identity led to other strategies to support the coalition and the collaboration of 
hundreds of youth and adults across the city.  In addition to a united front, this leads groups to 
come  together around a common message; support each other through relationships, which 
shared knowledge, space and resources; and increase their power through collaboration for the 
many causes that were important to them.   
 
 
Unified Messaging 
 

Through their collaboration, youth and adult allies made the strategic and purposeful 
decision to create unified messaging.  This was another way to prevent division of the different 
groups and organizations.  If one group spoke about the issue in one way and another group 
presented it in a different way, it would have lessened their influence. Unified messaging helped 
to create power and alignment that offered more success in initiatives.  For example, youth 
alumni Olmis Sanchez describes their thinking at the time. “Maybe we could tweak (a message), 
maybe I’ll be more in sync with the message rather than all organizations having a different 
message for the same thing.”  

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(Copy of Messaging Document, courtesy of George Lee, personal archive) 

 
While most youth organizations collaborated at this time, some did not. Allentza Michel 

describes this specific tension for organizations and the tough questions they asked themselves in 
considering whether to stand as a coalition or as a separate entity. 

 
There were definitely a lot of groups that chose not to come together at the time, 
mostly driven by political reasons. For example, some organizations they don't 
want to be labeled the group that does the protests and the marches for example. 
Some organizations didn't want to be involved because they felt somehow their 
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funding would be jeopardized or the potential for future funding would be 
jeopardized. 
 
While not every youth organizing group bought into this collective and collaborative 

approach, the groups that did unite found a sense of connection and a strength and protection 
against potential retaliation.  In addition to sharing a message, they realized through their 
individual and organizational relationships that they would benefit by also sharing resources.  
Groups not only shared purposes, but they also shared space, knowledge, skills and people to 
bolster numbers around a particular groups cause. 
 
 
Collaboration and Strength in Relationships 
 

Eliminating the competition of individual organizations helped create the “magic” of this 
time.  Youth led and/or ran with this concept of collaboration with the support of adult allies and 
strategically communicated and supported the same mission. They collaborated by utilizing their 
friendships between and across organizations, which, in turn, strengthened those friendships. 
Amilton Pires, youth alumni, explains: 

 
We’re all working kind of intermingled, but I could probably think of like four or 
five different people who I contacted frequently as to different meetings we had 
going on, and making sure they were there.  They were always my contact person 
to make sure that we’d get other people involved, because sometimes, like say, for 
example, I know that the mentors communicated with one another.  We’d also 
have a communication, like a little grid with the youth organizers, as well.  We 
had contact.  I’d shoot them a text, like, “Hey you guys, make sure you guys are 
coming; heads-up, we’ve got this going on.”  And we got to the point where we 
got real comfortable doing that, and which builds friendships that way.  

 
 
As individuals communicated and built relationships, skills and the capacity to further build 
relationships followed. Youth alumni Carlos Moreno explains the high level of commitment that 
grew from the relationships:  
 

That was the one moment where it was a coalition; they were united – right? – the 
language and just the way that we described our organization, the United Youth 
and Youth Workers of Boston. I mean, we lived by that; that was the one time in 
organizing where I thought young people actually came together for a cause that 
they cared about, and even outside of the workplace; I mean, I was working more 
outside of work than I was working at work. And the reason I say that is because 
at work it was structured; we had meetings, but the conversation continued. I’d 
drive home, and when I’d drop off my friend we’d sit in the car for hours just 
talking about what we just saw come of that work, figuring out different 
strategies. 
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Collaboration for the Greater Cause 
 

The most important reason for this shift in organizing and increase in collaboration was 
to advance the causes most important to youth, the adult allies, and the organizations they both 
belonged to. While the initial focus was on youth jobs, collaboration extended to youth 
supporting many causes led by particular groups.  Many campaigns, rallies, and advocacy actions 
happened through collaboration during this time. During the interviews, youth and adult allies 
spoke about coming together to fight against violence, for jobs, cheaper access to mass transit 
and for better schools.  Whether to bolster the opportunity for success in campaigns or striving 
for systemic change, the use of collaboration brought large numbers of youth together across 
organizations, across the city and in some instances across the country.  

  
Youth report that they stood together against government officials and stood strong for 

what they believed.  Youth alumni Indira Baez describes a transit campaign rally. 
 

We gathered I believe it was 250 to 300 youth and we went to the Statehouse to 
demand bus passes, youth passes at a lower fare. And I think that what made it so 
powerful was all the youth across Boston supported us because we were all 
wanting the same thing and throughout that mission throughout the project there 
wasn’t any violence there wasn’t any disputes. 

 
The stories of collaborations in preparing and executing campaigns and initiatives were many 
from the city council hearing in which youth turned their backs on the councilors, to the transit 
campaigns, to their participation in the United Social Forums in Atlanta and Detroit.  
 
Youth alumni Shane Bass describes these events and initiatives: 
 

So from us being together we just constantly kept adding different issues and that’s what 
made us more powerful because it wasn’t like we was always going with the same two 
issues every time we went to go see any city official or anything like that.  

 
Shane speaks passionately about the City Council meeting when the youth turned their backs on 
the City Councilors who were not supporting them.  He proudly declares that “I was the first to 
leave” and explains that the day when they walked out of City Hall was one of the best moments 
he recalls of the whole period. 
 
Youth alumni Kendra Lara recalls attending the U.S. Social Forum in Atlanta as one of the key 
events, with 250 youth from Boston going together and everyone taking care of them and each 
other.  Regarding the power of this forum, she says: 
 

We went to the Social Forum, it completely turned upside down my world. That exposure 
to that amount of people, hundreds of thousands of people who are doing organizing. 
Hundreds of thousands of issues that you didn't even know existed in the bubble of the 
world. It completely cracked our heads wide open  
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While participants mention many campaigns and rallies, both youth and adult allies 
single out one rally as most impactful - the 2007 City Hall Die-in.  George Lee describes it this 
way: 

 
So it was just figuring out a bunch of different actions and outreach strategies 
throughout that whole year, culminating in a June 2007 rally that we called 
“Who’s Next,” at City Hall. People give different estimates for how many people 
were there. I remember at the time with a few folks, saying there were about 400 
people there. Some reporter told us that. 
 

Youth have a similar recollection, as Indira Baez says: 
 

It was bigger than the bus pass (rally), because I think that we had more youth 
come out that year, we had a youth Summit with 400 youth…. Everyone was tired 
of the city's violence and the killings, we demanded youth jobs, and we weren't 
going to stop. 
 

The passion for preventing further violence to a single additional youth in Boston is evident as 
youth alumni Shane Bass describes: “We had a whole bunch of different youth and youth 
workers with different signs. Some of them were pretending to play dead on the ground at city 
hall just so they could actually see how much it really does affect us in the community.” 
 

The collaboration and number of youth and adult allies involved is described as greater 
than at prior rallies, as well as uniquely youth-led. Maria Dominguez-Gray, an adult supporter, 
explains, “The whole die-in thing came from young people. I thought that was fantastic.”  The 
event created a powerful legacy of youth leadership in Boston. According to Najma Nazy’at of 
BYOP, “Boston now has a youth justice story that is about this really powerful die-in where 
young people died-in in front of City Hall. They asked ‘Who’s Next?’ They wrote messages, 
they talked to each other, and they talked to people; and then they went inside together with the 
adults not like, I got behind you; but you go up, together.”  
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(Copy of Flyer and Photo of Youth from the Who’s Next Rally.  Courtesy George Lee, personal 
archive.) 

 
 
Conclusion 
 
 During the period 2005-2008, groups and individuals in the Boston youth justice 
movement achieved a level of collaboration not seen before. Although adult supporters originally 
created the structure for collaboration, young people stepped forward and played a critical role in 
forging wide and deep collaboration across groups and individuals. They pushed adults not to 
“rep” their individual groups in order to highlight the unity of the movement. Through the 
relationships built in collaboration, youth and adults shared resources and knowledge, supported 
each other’s campaigns, and created unified messaging and even a shared identify as part of a 
common youth justice movement. Through unity, they were able to hold big and bold actions 
and, more generally, created the power for important policy wins during that time. 
 

After the peak of youth leadership and mobilization in the spring and summer of 2007, 
UYYW struggled through the 2007-2008 school year and finally disbanded in the fall of 2008. 
One of the reasons for this decline may well be the aging out of the youth leadership cohort and 
the failure to fully prepare and support a new cohort of youth leaders, as discussed in the next 
section. However, it may also be that the high level of collaboration attained in this period is 
simply hard to maintain given the persistent need for individual groups to promote their own 
interests and agendas. As separate organizations begin to reassert themselves in these spaces, it 
may become more difficult to maintain that sense of being united.  As Shana Rigaud says about 
the difficulty to maintain this momentum: 
 

I think that that's probably the thing about the youth work sector that can 
sometimes be really challenging is that you want to find opportunities for young 
people to get together or collaborate more. But as an organization you have a 
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specific set of goals and outcomes that you have to meet, so even for our 
organization it became really challenging to then be a part of those meetings. 

 
As the exceptional strong group of youth leaders – the force behind collaboration – aged out of 
the movement, perhaps adults who were responsible for running organizations returned to the 
more normal state of attending to group interest.  

 
Nevertheless, the high level of collaboration and its success during this period started a 

tradition of collaboration across youth groups in Boston that continues to this day, albeit at not 
quite the extent of this high point of the youth justice movement. 
 
 

Youth Power and Leadership 
 
 
 Between 2004 and 2008, youth in Boston came together from different neighborhoods 
and different youth organizations to emerge as leaders in a struggle for youth justice. A variety 
of narratives makes it difficult to pinpoint exactly when this period began or when it ended. 
Likewise, people believe various and conflicting things about how it started and why – or even if 
– it dwindled. There are, however, threads consistent across the stories of youth, youth workers 
and external adult allies. Our interview data suggests that the 2000s saw a new generation of 
adults enter the field of youth organizing in Boston, with a fresh approach to and conception of 
youth power. Although there was conflict and debate over how to define and pursue youth 
justice, these adults helped to create a space in which youth could exert power. 
 
 Youth exerted their power both within and outside of various youth justice organizations. 
They collaborated across organizations in ways adults had not previously done and waged a 
campaign for youth jobs that challenged adult perceptions of youth. Unfortunately, as this 
exceptional group grew older and graduated high school, organizations lacked a reliable pipeline 
that youth could travel through to continue their work in the field. Some succeeded in doing so 
anyway, while others did not. Meanwhile, new youth leaders were not ready or sufficiently 
supported to take their place. This strangled conclusion remains a frustration in an otherwise 
“magical” time for the youth of Boston.  
 
 
The “Magic” 
 
 Nearly everyone we spoke with identifies this period (2004-2008) in Boston’s history as 
a special time for youth organizing. Part of what made it special was the truly extraordinary 
actions of young people who fought for youth jobs and for the attention of city officials – and in 
doing so – came together across different neighborhoods and organizations. Usually, they felt 
supported by adults and many expressed gratitude to their adult allies for working to create the 
space in which they could exert power. However, youth leaders did not feel afraid to challenge 
adults when they felt they needed to – whether that involved holding meetings apart from adults, 
“kicking” adults out of the room so that they could meet alone, turning their backs on the City 
Council, or telling their executive director not to wear her organization’s shirt to a rally. 
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 In some ways, youth pushed their organizations past their comfort zones. Carlos Moreno, 
a youth alumni from REEP, says the youth were “tired of going out and giving talks and tours, 
and repeating what’s on paper.” Instead, “the culture in REEP and some other organizations in 
Boston shifted, where young people wanted to create history.” He, along with many other youth, 
describes one moment when youth said: “the adults are going to have to have their own meeting, 
or if you guys want to participate you can be in the meetings, but you can’t talk.” 
 
 Although this assertion of leadership challenged adults, most youth felt that it was the 
support of adults that built the skills and space necessary for that to happen. Indira Baez, also 
with REEP, came to feel her voice was important because adults started listening. She explains: 
 

I felt like what I said really mattered and it wasn't like “oh you’re 15 – 16”. It's 
more like “oh, this is what you think? Tell me why you think that. Let's strategize. 
Okay now we have a movement let's do this.” So I felt like I had the biggest voice 
out there, like I had a bullhorn and I was speaking to these adults and they were 
listening. 
 

Jessica Cetoute, from BYOP, echoes Indira’s point. “They [adults],” she explains, “actually 
allowed us to feel as if we were empowered, like they were learning from us.” Kendra Lara, a 
youth alumni from the City School, says that “young people are able to lead and will be when 
given the correct tools.” The critical education that adults provided – including analyses of 
power and oppression – became the tools youth used to speak about the problems they 
experienced in their neighborhoods. Kendra says that:  
 

It has started this whole thing across the city where young people are taking 
charge of their own lives and where young people are able to name their struggles 
and name what’s actually happening in their community and where young people 
are actually given the power to do something about it. 
 

Youth felt like their power impacted them individually, but also had broader implications. 
Allentza Michel, a staff member at the City School at the time, says, “the magic itself was youth 
had the space to define their own agenda…in a lot of ways, that was a game changer for even the 
way the field of youth work was approached.” 
 
 In addition to adult mentorship, collaborative experiences of youth played a large role in 
their feeling of ownership over the movement. Coming together for a variety of experiences – 
like the Atlanta Social Forum, post-Katrina aid trips to New Orleans, and summer youth 
conferences – opened youth up to their potential. Amilton Pires, a youth alumni from REEP, 
describes a conference this way: 
 

I’d walk through the rooms, and I’ve never seen kids my age that excited about 
change in a community like that.  It was kind of surreal, and that definitely was an 
eye-opening experience, and comparing that to how when we first started it was a 
lot of those breakout groups, and those conversations were led by the facilitator, 
who usually tend to be older people, but that particular conference these kids my 
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age were excited, and led the conversation, and weren’t afraid to talk about these 
ideas, and they enjoyed it. 
 

As discussed above, youth were able to come together for these events – and for campaigns – 
without regard to their different organizations or neighborhoods. They saw themselves as united 
in one movement; and that empowered them. 
 
 This is all the more notable because of who these youth were. Primarily youth of color, 
from poor neighborhoods, and poor families – these young people were not typically seen as 
powerful.  As Kendra Lara explains: 
 

None of us were the straight A students. None of us were the kids that were like, I 
can't wait till I get out of here so I can go to college. We were all the kids who 
were fighting. We were all the kids who were like, how are my parents, how are 
we going to pay the rent this month? We were all the kids who haven't had 
anything to eat at the house in two days. We were all the kids who were in and out 
of jail. We were all the kids who were in the middle of the gang wars.  
 

Most adults did not expect a social justice movement from these particular young people. Shane 
Bass, a youth alumni from the City School, says, “A lot of people that used to think that I was 
involved with the gang that’s in my area, because I used to hang out with the kids.” In actuality, 
Shane was “getting these kids jobs and helping them, mentoring them and helping them stay off 
the streets.” People had similar impressions of Carlos Moreno, which made him feel shy about 
broadcasting what he actually did for work – being paid to organize other young people for 
REEP. He would lie to friends at first and tell them, “Oh, I go play basketball [after school], 
nothing big.” When in fact, he helped lead a movement. 
 
 
The Multiple Meanings of Youth Power 
 
 Despite being united in their support for youth and youth power, adults at this time were 
not always in agreement as to what that meant or how to go about it. Across organizations whose 
members we spoke with, adult allies felt very conscious of their relationships with youth. No one 
took those relationships lightly and everyone had a philosophy regarding youth-adult 
relationships that informed their decision making. Adults knew the influence they had. As Carlos 
Moreno puts it: communications between adults and “fragile” youth can “impact people for the 
rest of their life.” 
 
 Although there was tension around leadership models, people and groups were not 
directly at-odds with one another. Models of youth power were not viewed as oppositional, but 
rather as points on a spectrum that ranged from entirely adult-led organizations, to organizations 
like Beantown where – according to Najma Nazy’at – “whatever young people want that’s 
what’s going to happen.” This spectrum was identified by youth and adults alike, and a group’s 
place on it seems to have hinged on who had the final say in strategic decision-making. For 
example, groups all agreed that City Hall should direct more funding to youth jobs; but when 
youth wanted to turn their backs on the City Council, many adults pushed back in fear of burning 
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bridges with policymakers. At one end of the youth-leadership spectrum, adults who disagreed 
still gave the final decision-making power to youth and supported the back-turning. At the other 
end, some adults sought to maintain those political ties.  
 
 Adult allies who had been working in Boston through the 1990s hesitated to embrace the 
Beantown model. Mariama White-Hammond, executive director of Project Hip-Hop, advocated 
“trying to negotiate the balance” between youth and adults. She feels a “tension with a whole 
group of people who want to step back and have a vision of youth leadership as if they’re just 
going to ascend to certain places.” That ascension, Mariama White-Hammond believes, did not 
happen on its own, but had to be built through a more inter-generational leadership model. 
Adults have to use their knowledge, experience, connections, and skills to guide youth into 
positions of leadership and help to build and support youth power. 
 
 Maria Dominguez-Gray, an adult founder of the Youth-Worker Alliance, feels that 
“youth led means that young people can do anything that you want them to do” but because of 
their youth and inexperience needed guidance from adults. She explains: 
 

It [youth leadership] also means that, by virtue of the fact that they’re young, they 
don’t have the experience, necessarily, of having run a campaign before, having 
known how you do different organizing efforts. And I think sometimes, that 
means you guys can try that, but then the City Council is never going to talk to us 
again, and we’re going to lose that battle. To me, it means pushing back a little bit 
more. To me, youth led means treating youth like you would talk to your peers. 
I’m saying this realizing I’m being adultist, probably, in this, but I think 
sometimes people erred on the side of don’t tell the youth what to do, and to me, 
that’s not necessarily youth led.  

 
While many adults remained engaged in UYYW despite their misgivings, disagreements like 
these caused some groups to step back from collaboration during this time. Others, with beliefs 
in more inter-generational models, stepped back because they felt the sole focus on youth 
ignored the needs of youth-workers. They felt like the youth-jobs efforts were important, but so 
were sustainable jobs and support systems for youth workers. 
  
 A new group of adult leaders felt differently. George Lee spoke of a commitment to 
young people’s decision making and “pushing back against adults who didn’t respect it.” 
Likewise, Dave Jenkins at REEP says he could “be mean and even sometimes offensive in order 
to protect the right of young people from REEP and elsewhere to have voice.” Both of these 
adults believe that, as those most impacted by oppression, youth should have the final say in 
determining what actions to take – even if those actions run contrary to the advice or experiences 
of adults. They seemed less concerned with protecting relationships with the City Council. 
 

Najma, whose work at BYOP seems to have bridged this divide in some ways, draws a 
distinction between adults who say to youth – “here’s a program” and adults who “take in the 
solutions of the young people.” She explains a learning-by-doing style of youth leadership this 
way: 
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You [adults] challenge them; we push them; we give them the criteria you use to 
organizing work to help them be good leaders, because they have to hold it; they 
have to sit in front of the superintendent. They sit in small enough meetings where 
they have to confidently be able to talk to a legislator, and if you’ve ever been 
with any kind of leader; no leader doesn’t like to be prepared, our role as support 
is preparing, preparedness, preparing, prepping, prepping.  

 
Whatever the model, youth we interviewed feel that adults helped create a space in which they 
could seize power. They communicate less concern with the definition of youth leadership than 
their adult counterparts and overall see adults as mentors and friends who supported them. 
  
 Youth at the time appreciated that adults listened to them, and gave them voice within 
their organizations to set agendas. Youth alumni Jessica Cetoute says that “it was amazing to me 
that adults were taking the time to listen to youth” and that “allowed us to feel as if we were 
empowered, like they were learning from us.” Another youth alumni, Amilton Pires, says that 
adults gave youth “a forum to ask them what they think…an area where they can kind of have a 
dialogue about what issues are bothering them.” In both cases, it was important to the youth that 
adults listen without doing things for them – but rather hear them and give them ideas about how 
to achieve their goals. Indira Baez believes that this dialogue helped build her power. “If we 
were able to map out all of those answers to those questions [adults asked us], we had a 
movement and we had their support,” she explains. 
 
 Youth in our study suggested that this type of youth space was unique to Boston. Kendra 
Lara believes that young people in Boston “are politicized very early.” Unlike most young 
people, she had an analysis of race, power, and movement building and those analyses helped her 
to “name what is actually happening.”  
 
 
Exerting Power 
 
 Although adults like Najma view this time as “magical,” adult-youth relationships were 
not always easy. At some point, youth began to assert their power and even went so far as to kick 
adults out of certain meetings. However, this did not diminish their relationships or respect. As 
Najma explains: 
 

Those young people knew at the time that they had to build power with each 
other. That is the moment of magic, them understanding it, and them holding it, 
and building up relationships around it, as well as like we care about our city. 
We’re going to take it back. They had a bigger thing to be, so they could have 
fights with George, and still respect him, and know he’s our worker bee, and 
damn it we’re not going to let him fall. 
 

Youth like Carlos Moreno respected adults, but said things like “the adults just have to be quiet.” 
“The adults clearly had more experience than the young people,” he explains, but “because this 
was youth-led, and youth-ran, we wanted to make sure that the voices of the young people were 
being heard, and not directed by the adults, or altered by the adults.” Youth leader Indira Baez 
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says that, at this time, even if adults “didn’t support us, we were going to do it anyway.” 
Statements like these suggest that, at some point, the youth-adult relationships morphed from 
mentor-mentee, to youth leadership with adult support.  
 
 Amilton Pires explains that transition this way: 
 

Well, granted we always like leveraged the help of our adult supporters, but there 
were instances where we didn’t necessarily need to be told that we need to talk to 
this group in order to make things happen.  We noticed that we were a lot more 
effective in our meetings, and at the times we got together it was a lot more 
effective, and more powerful than when we reached out, and it didn’t take one of 
our mentors to tell us that in order for us to really recognize that, so from that 
sense, yeah, things started to turn a little bit, and we began to take a bit more 
ownership. 
 
One of those key “instances” came when youth asked adults to leave a meeting. Different 

people place this event at different times and in different locations (it may have happened more 
than once), but many agree on its importance. When youth first kicked adults out of the room, 
they came up with a youth program on their own which eventually became Beantown Society. 
Allentza Michel recounts the time when youth kicked adults out of an organizing campaign 
meeting, so that youth could “figure this out for ourselves.” Youth alumni Carolyn Infante, 
describes the event as heated. “I remember telling them once to leave the room because I was so 
mad at them. You’re an adult and we don’t want to talk to you right now.” 
 
 Despite these heated feelings, adults continued to play vital roles of support. According 
to Shane Bass, a youth leader with REEP, adults brought expertise such as “actually bringing 
down the budget and figuring out exactly how much money we needed.” Another youth alumni, 
Jackie Fontes, says that she needed adults in meetings “because there’s certain knowledge that 
they can bring to the table.” At times, this back and forth between youth and adults made 
decision-making difficult. As George Lee explains, since youth and adults met separately at 
times, “it was unclear what to do if these two groups [youth and adults] didn’t have the same 
opinion on a certain issue.” 
 

With their newfound power, youth began to campaign for youth jobs within their 
organizations and in the city, in ways that made some adults uncomfortable. Some organizations 
lamented the focus on youth jobs at the expense of youth-worker issues. Others, such as 
MyTown, had their own internal agendas and missions that made it difficult to spend time on the 
jobs campaign. Still others feared that open displays of protest, such as youth turning their backs 
at a City Council meeting, or staging a die-in with the Mayor watching, would burn bridges 
important to building lasting power in the city. As Carlos Moreno explains, some adults wanted 
“more input in the process back then.” Jessica Cetoute said adults were supports some times and 
opponents other times, depending on the campaign. 

 
Despite some adult misgivings, youth succeeded in carving out a public space as well as 

one within their organizations. This space led to some concrete achievements – such as an 
increase in funding for youth jobs – approximately “four or five million dollars” according to 
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Amilton Pires, “which was huge at the time [because] this was a year where they were cutting 
that kind of stuff.” Youth also believe that they succeeded in changing the narratives about them. 
Jackie Fontes explains: 

 
It meant a chance for youth to show their strengths because a lot of times you see 
the weaknesses– through the violence and stuff like that. So I think it gave an 
opportunity to show that youth care about the issues and just because we’re young 
doesn’t mean we don’t have a voice and we don’t have an opinion, because a lot 
of the violence that goes on and a lot of the stuff that’s going on in communities 
really affects us and we should be a part of the decision-making process because it 
affects us ultimately. 
 

This space at the decision-making table was perceived as a legacy of the time period. Dave 
Jenkins says that, thanks to this time, “I think the city is a little different…people know that 
when young people come knocking, you’ve got to meet with them.” The young people “changed 
the story in the city about young people’s power, about their voice, about their inclusion. They 
demanded a space.” 
 
 
Aging Out and Passing the Torch 
 
 Just as people ubiquitously recognize this time as a significant development of youth 
power, they almost all express frustration at its end. The frustration stemmed from two issues: 
first, the group of young people involved in these events graduated high school and subsequently 
lacked a clear path to continue their involvement in the movement; second, the organizations 
lacked a strong group of new youth leaders to take on the mantle. Carlos described this moment 
as “almost like watching ‘The Sopranos’ – there was really no ending.”  
 

Following their graduation, youth from this time lacked a way to remain involved. 
Allentza Michel describes youth in their early 20s who are “looking for mentors” to help them 
“transition into becoming youth organizers and potentially activists and youth workers,” but not 
having them. George Lee echoes this sentiment, lamenting a lack of structure to support youth 
once they graduate. Because youth lacked a path to indigenous leadership of the movement, 
groups turned more and more to outsiders to lead their efforts. According to George Lee:  

 
The pattern now which is organizations, youth organizations in Boston. There’s a 
lot of youth workers and directors who didn’t grow up in the community who are 
from the outside and it’s because I think we have our systems designed to skip 
that whole age range [between high school and adulthood] and really support 
people’s leadership.  
 

Even after so many years, young people active during the height of the movement are looking for 
ways to connect and re-engage in some way. This interest came out even in their interactions 
with us as researchers. The first question post-interviews was often something akin to – how do I 
get involved? 
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While some youth felt lost after graduating, their organizations felt similarly lost without 
them. This strong group of youth had emerged, seized power and developed as leaders, but could 
not figure out how to hand the reigns over to a new group of leaders 

 
Some youth workers like Mariama White-Hammond, along with some funders like David 

Moy, describe this as a structural problem. In their view, training a group of youth and watching 
them gain experience and power before aging out is not a sustainable structure. There has to be a 
pipeline for youth to remain involved and an institutionalized way to pass the torch to a new 
generation of youth leaders. 

 
 Carlos Moreno describes a “Pass the Torch” event that was ultimately insufficient at 
achieving these goals.  
 

There’s an event called “Pass the Torch,” and the idea was have all these young 
people who were coming up after us and the idea is to pass on the torch to get 
these guys ready for the next generation of the United Youth and Youth Workers, 
or the next generation of organizing. And that didn’t happen. Everyone will give 
you different feedback on why it went wrong, but that would be one area that I 
would change, and the way I would change it is I would do the preparation way 
beforehand, because we had a single event to get the next generation ready, and 
that wasn’t enough time. That wasn’t enough time in terms of preparation, in 
terms of getting them on board, and we had no idea of what these young people 
were capable of coming into the next generation of youth organizing.  
 

Some felt this failure was attributable to a lack of structures and practices that continued to 
support youth power. Funder David Moy, for example, observes that many organizations do not 
have a long term strategy, and the constant turnaround of youth activists means they cannot learn 
from the previous year(s) achievements and mistakes. He explains that what is missing from 
some organizations is “more youth programs…consistency in the leadership development of the 
youth themselves to really pursue this work.” 
 

Others believe that things remained too adult-driven. Allentza Michel, for example, talks 
about holding “youth caucuses to allow them the same way they did when they kicked us out of 
the room that day ten years ago and said – look, we want our own space.” She continues: 

 
So there had been a few attempts to kind of recreate that kind of magic as people 
say that happened when Beantown came about, but I think because those have 
always continued to be adult driven, they don't necessarily last.  I have been a part 
of a few summer programs since then where attempts to have the Beantown folks, 
to kind of create another Beantown program.  Had some fledgling opportunities, it 
lasted for a couple of years maybe, but then it sort of fell apart.  At the end of the 
day, it has to come from the young people.  
 

Some who agree feel that this group of young people was simply uniquely exceptional – that the 
movement got lucky. Regardless, as Dave Jenkins says, “we had to figure out a way to deal with 
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our leadership…we were graduating our leadership at the height of their leadership and then 
starting over.” 
 

These lingering critiques remain frustrations in this otherwise “magical” time for youth 
power and its role in the Boston youth justice movement. 
 
 
 

Impacts of Participation on Young People 
 
Interviews with youth alumni and their adult supporters indicate that working in the 

youth justice movement had direct impacts on the young people who participated. Youth and 
adults alike report a wide range of impacts, which are – with a few notable exceptions – 
overwhelmingly described in positive ways.  The youth alumni identify a wider diversity of 
impacts and talk about these impacts more than adults.  Two youth alumni and four adult 
supporters mention shortcomings and negative impacts, but in all cases these individuals also 
describe positive impacts the movement had on young people. Table 1, below, shows the 
breakdown across youth alumni and adult supporters. 

 
 

Table 1: Breakdown of Quotes Relating to Youth Impact (Source: Interviews of Youth 
Alumni and Adult Supporters, December 2013 – April 2014) 

 
 Youth 

Alumni
Adults 

Supporters
Positive (+) 13  8  

Negative (-) 2  4  

Total mentioning impact 13 8  

Total transcribed and 
coded interviews 

13  11  

 
For the most part, the impacts that youth alumni identify include tangible skills and 

experiences, but not many specific “wins” within the public policy space.  In other words, young 
people tell stories of how participation affected them through building confidence, relationships, 
creating a sense of power and voice, and in other ways; but they do not often mention how 
achieving a larger state budget for youth jobs or decreasing the cost of the MBTA youth bus pass 
affected their everyday lives.  Perhaps this indicates that the youth justice movement had a more 
significant impact on the development of individual young people than did their achieved policy 
changes.  Or it is possible that this is a result of the youth transitioning into adulthood before the 
“wins” came into effect within the city.  Our interviews suggest that there is something important 
and unique within the act of organizing and being a part of a social movement that had a long-
term impact on the youth alumni and perhaps even on the adult supporters that were involved at 
the time. 
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We identified six general themes within the larger subject of youth impacts.  Youth 
impacts clustered around relationships, leadership skills, community organizing and political 
awareness, empowerment and voice, intellectual growth and identity development, and impacts 
carrying into adulthood. The most commonly referenced theme was that being involved in the 
youth justice movement continued to impact youth alumni as they transitioned into adulthood, 
even if they no longer were directly participating in the organizations with which they had 
worked as youth. 

 
 

Relationships 
 
Strong relationships and friendships that youth developed with other young people and 

with adult supporters are equally important storylines reported by participants in youth justice 
work.  Of the thirteen young people who participated in the interviews, about half of them 
discuss the immediate importance of their relationships during the time period studied as well as 
the long-term importance of these relationships even after their movement work ended.    

 
The relationships built throughout the movement were very close.  Many youth describe 

the movement as being like a family both within and beyond the organizations to which young 
people belonged. One youth alumni, Amilton Pires, describes an adult supporter in his group 
filling a role “almost like a mom,” and another, Indira Baez, describes youth organizers at REEP 
coming together to be “so much like a family, we took care of one another.” A youth alumni of 
The City School, Carolyn Infante, echoes this sentiment when she shares that “it was very much 
a family.” This feeling of family extended beyond individual organizations; youth alumni Carlos 
Moreno describes meeting with organizers from many organizations as “brothers and sisters kind 
of coming together.” As Kendra Lara, another youth alumni, states: 

 
… We’re all still attached to the hip and these are our lifelong friends. These are 
the people who are going to be at our wedding party. They're going to be our 
maids of honor and they're going to be our kids’ God fathers and we spend time in 
each other’s homes and we're roommates and we live together. We've cultivated 
that sense of community life-long and we're all committed to making change in 
the community for a life-long time; and if we can do that with the lives of 
however many other people we touch, then we can actually change the face of the 
whole city as opposed to just from 2006 to 2008. 

 
Some development of relationships occurred naturally as a part of community organizing 

where young people from several Boston neighborhoods and schools (e.g., in Mattapan, 
Dorchester, and Jamaica Plain) began working together around issues that were important to 
their local community. Once a few young people became involved, they were able to convince 
their friends to come along (as long as there was food at the meetings).  Youth also mention that 
some friendships that developed organically through the movement would not have otherwise 
formed, because many youth did not go to the same high school, did not necessarily belong to 
the same youth organization, and did not live in the same neighborhood.   

 



31 | P a g e  
 

In some cases, youth justice activities (for example, attending the U.S. Social Forum) 
gave young people an opportunity to develop connections with other youth from different parts 
of the country.  Additionally, it may have also provided youth with an opportunity to see how 
their organizing work was related to activities and people in other parts of the country and even 
the world. According to youth alumni Corina McCarthy Fadel: 

 
I was able to go to Venezuela and see the view and have an international feel of 
work and what it looks like.  It looks the same, and though we weren’t working on 
a shared campaign and we were working in the same place and we were all 
coming specifically from our own places, and so connectedness was one huge 
thing that we achieved. 

 
This coming together provided a sense of connectedness that was critical for the youth 
themselves as well as to the movement.  Youth alumni Rafael Feliciano explains: 
 

That was probably the best part was just dialoging with other young people. And 
that was really powerful, because I was like “oh wow there are other young 
people who are doing the same stuff that we are doing in Boston; that’s pretty 
dope.” It makes you curious and it also makes you feel like…right now for 
example, I want to travel outside the city of Boston for law school and I feel 
confident that no matter where I go, there is going to be some organizing of some 
sort like the U.S. Social Forum and this gathering in Oakland; those were 
moments for me to feel like okay, it is pretty big. 

  
Finally, a number of youth discuss the importance of the relationships they developed 

with adults during the movement.  Known as adult supporters or adult allies, these adults 
provided important role models for the youth and helped to empower the young adults to take 
positions of leadership. Youth alumni Amilton Pires discusses the critical change that happened 
with his supervisor in the youth justice movement by noting that “As we got more things done, 
and kind of got the hang of things, and kind of knew what we were talking about, we felt more 
like partners, rather than like her being my boss.” Youth alumni Jessica Cetoute emphasizes the 
importance of adult support in recognizing her own power:  

 
I guess I just didn't know my power or my abilities and my strengths. And I feel 
like through the adult supporters, I was really able to answer that and try to 
acknowledge some of the strength that I did have and feel comfortable in just 
saying it and appreciating it. And I feel as if without the adult support, I probably 
wouldn't have been able to come to that realization maybe on my own.  

 
 
Leadership Skills 
 

Youth alumni and adult supporters also discuss the specific skills and experiences that 
young people obtained from their involvement in the youth justice movement in Boston.  Youth 
and adults describe different kinds of leadership skills, including the skills needed to deliver a 
speech in front of City Councilors, to facilitate a workshop, to understand the budget process, 
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and even to win policy concessions from the Massachusetts Legislature.  Some of the young 
people also cite how their direct experiences in the public policy and budget process gave them 
the knowledge and the know-how to be in positions of leadership. In many cases, practicing 
leadership gave young people a sense of empowerment. Youth alumni Jackie Fontes explains: 

 
I typically would not have my voice out there, standing up in front of people 
talking, running meetings, facilitating. That was something completely new to me, 
something I never thought I would be able to do, and it gave me that insight. And 
also learning about the budget system – I didn’t know, you know, how it all 
worked. I didn’t know much about politics. I didn’t know much about how money 
was distributed. So learning about that, being part of that group I really learned 
about it. So reading, being knowledgeable about how much money really is going 
into policing, going into education, going into these jobs, going into all these 
different resources that didn’t even have to do with what I was focusing on. But 
just learning about that really made me think, wow, probably I could be a 
politician one day…  
 
Youth alumni Rafael Feliciano speaks of a pivotal speech that he gave in 2005 in front of 

Boston City Councilors; when he finished the speech, he turned to the legislators and said: 
 

Excuse me. [Clearing throat]. And I turned to the city councilors and I said, “If 
you don’t care about me now, I may not care about you later.” And it was 
referring to me voting for them, because at that point I was 16 and it was pretty 
clear I was going to vote in two years; it’s pretty clear I am civic minded. So it’s 
like hey, give us something now so I remember you later in a positive way.  

 

Rafael goes on to describe the feelings of empowerment that he had after delivering the speech in 
front of the legislators and the understanding that he now has about the importance of youth 
leadership:  

  

I remember the reception that I received from the crowd. It was really explosive. 
People were really happy and you feel empowered in that moment. And that to 
me was like a real introduction into this world where it is like oh okay I 
understand all of the structural issues; I understand that there is a real problem in 
our community and we can change it. And we can change it by simply doing these 
sort of events where you have city councilors come and you have people speaking 
to them and asking for these different things, advocating for yourself.  

 
Adults who were involved in the movement discuss the intensity of the group of young 

people who were in positions of leadership during this time, noting that the impacts on this group 
of youth and their contributions to the movement were different than what came before or after 
them.  It is unclear exactly why this group of young people was special, but may be due in part to 
their direct involvement in the most intense time of the youth justice movement.  David Jenkins, 
current Executive Director of REEP, says: 

 
There are several, and I’ll just summarize them. One enormous one is just the 
immense leadership development that happened with a set of probably 20 to 30 
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young people, many of whom are now long term invested in building a social 
justice movement in different areas, many of whom you’re interviewing. Just 
tremendous leadership development where they drew their own leadership and 
where they were supported by really loving, awesome people to build their 
leadership and analysis and stuff like that. That leadership development is a huge 
success. 

 
 
Community Organizing and Political Awareness 
 

Youth alumni frequently cite many key events of collective action and political action 
and the important impacts they had on them.  Youth highlight what it felt like standing beside or 
working with hundreds of other youth on campaigns -- marching, making phone calls, handing 
out flyers, speaking at rallies, pretending to die in front of City Hall.   

 
 Interviewees suggest that feelings of togetherness and shared understanding mattered to 
the young people.  Being one in a group of 300 or 400 made young people feel a sense of 
community at the same time that they were building their individual intellectual prowess.  It also 
gave youth an outlet to discuss and advocate for issues that they may have been thinking about 
for a long time – such as youth jobs, drop-out rates, and the achievement gap – without knowing 
that by working collectively they could do something about these issues.  Acting collectively 
also built power for youth, an issue discussed separately above.   
 
 George Lee, an adult supporter, underscores the importance of young people learning  
 

… what it is to actually experience rebellion against some of the youth rules in 
place and how you’re supposed to protest and how you’re supposed to advocate 
within the system; and so not just from the groups to each other but collectively 
we’re able to create new ways of taking action and new ways of relating to each 
other. 
 
When youth recall events from the 2005-2008 time period, something about their actions 

stuck with them.  It was not simply getting together and talking about issues; it was actually 
doing something, working with others to make positive change.  As one youth alumni, Jessica 
Cetoute, states: 

 
And we held a march. We had signs. We handed out fliers. We made calls. And 
we all got together and we started walking towards downtown Boston. We met on 
downtown and we started marching towards city hall and there were just a lot of 
newspapers; there were cameras. We had signs. We were chanting. And I 
remember it was amazing to see all the different people watching us and we had a 
really good turnout. And we went down to city hall and we held an action there 
and we were talking to different pedestrians and different, whoever would listen. 

 
Collective action may be particularly important to the young people who were 

deeply involved in Boston’s youth justice movement perhaps because they may not have 
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believed that it was possible for them to make positive changes in political, economic, or 
social structures.  Or maybe collective action is critical to all young people because there 
are few outlets for young adults to have a structural impact. Involvement in the youth 
justice movement taught youth that they could do important things as young people and 
that change was possible.  

 
Empowerment and Voice 

 
The assertion of youth power is a key component of the youth justice movement 

in Boston and it had a significant effect on the structure of youth organizations, the 
decisions made within them, and the operations of social justice campaigns.  Only the 
youth alumni in our interviews mentioned the feeling of individual empowerment and 
voice as an impact of participation in the movement; no adult supporter mentioned it. 
This was the only impact on youth mentioned only by youth alumni. Six youth alumni 
discussed the feeling of empowerment and voice that was developed through their 
experiences within the youth justice movement. Jessica Cetoute, a youth alumni, 
describes this impact as the “realization that we do have power and we can make change 
and we are doing it and we can continue to do it.”  This theme had two distinct, but 
closely related threads—one was a sense of power and the other was a sense of being 
heard.   

 
 This connection of voice and power appears central to the youth justice movement.   
Youth participants speak of their ability to advocate for themselves, distinct from their peers 
outside the organizing world.  Youth alumni Kendra Lara says that her involvement gave her the 
feeling that: 
 

I can handle myself in the world whereas I don't think that a lot of young people 
have that. Again, I say that because I see that with my classmates and people who 
I grew up with who are friends with me who weren't part of the same and outside 
of movement … they don't have the same agency that I did when I was 17 years 
old. 
 

This sense of agency was often linked with voice and an ability to speak up and be heard by 
others. Youth describe this voice in a number of ways—as a sense of feeling that they had a 
“bullhorn” or that their voice mattered.  
 
 Youth alumni often thought of their power and voice in relation to the power of adults—
both adult allies and less supportive policy makers. These youth felt that they had an opportunity 
to be heard, both inside the movement when planning strategy and externally through campaigns 
and speeches.  Youth alumni felt that their adult supporters listened to them when strategizing 
and that they were receiving positive and encouraging messages from the adults.  Jessica 
Cetoute, a youth alumni, says that adults in the youth justice movement made her “feel good” 
because they told her that she had “value” and “input.” This internal support then led the young 
adults to have a greater presence and voice outside of their home organization and be a part of 
the larger social movement.  
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 While adults also discussed youth power and voice as a critical part of the movement and 
as a core strategy in organizing, they did not discuss it as an impact itself for individual young 
people.  For the most part, they said that having youth in positions of leadership and authority 
was a good way to run their organizations and a just practice that would also lead to better 
outcomes in campaigns.  However the youth, who often experienced having power and voice for 
the first time within the youth justice movement, recognized the experience of exerting power 
and being heard as an important personal impact itself.  
 
 
Intellectual Growth and Identity Development 

 
Almost every youth alumni and some of the adult supporters speak consistently about the 

growth that they and others experienced in the youth justice movement.  Growth and 
development can mean a number of things, but the youth alumni clearly state that their 
participation in the youth justice movement affected who they were as people.  According to 
youth alumni, the movement work provided intellectual development, spirituality, and new 
understandings about institutional racism, sexism, and other systems of oppression.   

 
Most youth considered their time in the youth justice movement pivotal in their own growth 

and development into adulthood.  They obtained confidence, independence, and even an activist 
identity from their youth justice work.  Youth alumni Rafael Feliciano says: 

 
My whole identity now is…I consider myself an activist. And that’s a strong 
identity to take on. And I never would have done that if it wasn’t for the youth 
power movement. I am conscientious about my own dynamics. I am light 
skinned. I am a man. I present myself as heterosexual. All of these different things 
I am conscientious about so as a result, I try not to…it doesn’t mean I won’t play 
out my part in it; I am just saying if I do I will reflect on it and I try not to at all 
times. And it also means that the way I interact with my family and with my peers 
it’s always going to be around this idea of social justice.  
 
Many youth alumni speak about the importance of the social justice education that they 

received from the movement. Some youth note that this was not something that they were 
particularly looking for before they joined, but it was ultimately part of the process.  Youth 
alumni Amilton Pires describes how he used what he learned in the youth justice movement in 
his own life. He says “… And being able to help people like me in my community, just to 
educate people; I mean, a lot of these things I was learning at the same time.  I had no idea how 
bad our air quality was.”  Through the youth justice movement, young people were exposed to 
issues of racism and classism up close, and then were taught to view these issues through a 
structural lens.  Several youth alumni say this new lens changed they way they see the world on 
an ongoing basis, long after their actions or organizing may have officially ended.  Youth alumni 
Rafael Feliciano says that social justice education influenced his decision to study American 
Sign Language in college, 

 
…because of my social justice background, I started to notice okay there is a deaf 
community; there is oppression for deaf people. There is this problem of access 
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and communication and all of that and it’s not because of deaf people; it’s 
because of all the not deaf people around them; the hearing people. 

 
All the youth alumni interviewed were appreciative of the impacts the movement had on 

them and nearly half of the youth identified their involvement in the youth justice movement as 
being life changing or transformational. Youth alumni Shane Bass shares a view that was echoed 
by others: 

 
Before I got to the City School my grades weren’t good at all. I really had nothing 
going for myself. I didn’t have anything positive to do. I didn’t have my mind set 
on what I actually wanted to do with myself period. I feel like coming to the City 
School that this was like one of the biggest changes in my life. 
 
Youth alumni Carlos Moreno discusses the importance of the opportunity “not only to 

work on a campaign, but to work on a campaign that altered our life.” Carlos goes on to say 
“when I got involved in this work, I had no idea what I wanted to do with my life, and personally 
it’s altered the decisions that I make on a day-to-day basis, how I live my life.  Overall, six youth 
and three adults discuss the transformative or life-changing role organizing played in their lives.   
 
 
Impacts Carrying into Adulthood 

 
Many of the youth describe the ways that the movement has affected them past their time 

of involvement and well into adulthood.  There were a number of reasons that young people left 
the movement – some went off to college outside the Boston area, others had to go and get jobs 
that left them with little time or space for organizing, and some even made a conscious decision 
to leave the organizing work. While some impacts—like relationships and sense of power—were 
of immediate value to youth and played a part in their development at the time, this specific 
theme looked at how they transferred their experiences into adulthood and speaks to their current 
actions and mindsets.  They mention three core areas in which involvement with the movement 
affected their after movement work: 1) commitment to helping others and social justice, 2) 
personal identity and life choices, and 3) employment.   

 
 One of the ways that prior engagement continues to have an impact on the lives of youth 
alumni is through a commitment to helping others and to social justice.  Youth alumni Carolyn 
Infante says that the movement experience strengthened her ability to advocate for social justice 
at Union College, where she shares the knowledge and perspectives gained through youth 
organizing with others on the campus: 
 

In general, the whole event influenced me in everyday life, the decisions that I 
made, how I personally fight against oppression, against stereotypes especially 
here at school and Union is a very privileged school, very classists for lack of 
better words. Being able to share my perspectives with people and also being able 
to be at this school and not go crazy at times, I think that a lot of it has come from 
things that I've learned in the movement. A lot about fighting against oppression, 
how to do that, what it looks like. Things from every day interactions from very 
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much like, a lot of times when we go to the privileged school, people stick within 
their own race and I've made it, at least part of my personal mission, not to do 
that. I'm very involved in school, in different clubs and in a lot of different 
activities with a lot of different people. 

 
Involvement in the movement pushed some youth alumni to work directly with younger 
generations as part of social justice work.  Shane Bass, a youth alumni, says “It’s 
impacted my life now because I’m grown and I feel like right now in my life I’m giving 
back to kids in my community the way that I was looking for somebody to do for me 
when I was growing up.”  
 

Youth alumni also discuss how the movement continues to affect their life 
choices.  Many alumni say that their involvement in the movement led them to pick 
majors like political science or sociology when they went to college.  They also say that it 
affected their current or desired careers as social workers, juvenile public defenders, and 
community organizers.  Youth alumni Indira Baez addresses this important issue when 
discussing her educational and career choices: 

 
After working with the low-income community and seeing how oppressed the 
communities of Boston and the families of it, I think that it shaped me a lot. I 
went into school for counseling and I'm a DCF social worker currently and I think 
that being able to help these people, who are sometimes born into a cycle of 
poverty and lack of education and just so many things, I felt like I want to help 
them. I wanted to help them. I originally wanted to go to school for business and 
be a very successful saleswoman, but I think that my contribution to the 
community is what I should give. I feel like this is what I was born to do. 
 
Involvement in Boston’s youth justice movement also gave youth tangible skills 

that affected their success in college and in jobs. Carolyn Infante says that her 
involvement in the movement gave her “the tools to handle” experiences of “oppression, 
classism, sexism, racism…when you step out of your comfort zone” and attend a 
university that is in a totally different environment.  Amilton Pires, another youth alumni, 
notes that although he isn’t working within the movement or even in a related field, he 
has taken the “skills I’ve learned” into his work as a CPA. “It’s in a sense we are 
identifying an issue, and talking about it, and figuring out a way to solve it.” These skills 
“helped me from working in REEP to applying for college to applying for jobs to while 
I’m at work, and then having objectives for my professional career, as far as getting 
things done.”  

 
A few of the alumni have dedicated their lives to organizing work for social justice. 

Corina McCarthy Fadel explains the impact of the youth movement on her: 
 

It shifted my entire life in a lot of different ways.  I’ve done organizing work on a 
national level.  I’ve done it in the south.  I moved to Detroit recently, and my 
connection to Detroit is through the 2007 U.S. Social Forum.  And all of this has 
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been through youth organizing work that was done when I was young and the 
relationships I have built because of which have been sustaining.   
 

 
Shortcomings 

 
Four adult supporters and two youth alumni mention shortcomings of the 

movement in regards to youth impacts.  This is the only theme about which adult 
supporters have more to say than youth.  Although it is important to discuss the 
shortcomings, it should be noted that all individuals who talk about shortcomings also 
discuss the positive impacts too, and the positive impacts appear to have significantly 
outweighed the identified shortcomings. 

 
Youth alumni Rafael Feliciano says that without the training and experiences he gained 

through his work in the movement he would not even be able to recognize and name the 
shortcomings:  

 
I am complaining about them, but at the end of the day, the reason why I am 
complaining is because they gave me all this knowledge. So without that I don’t 
have this knowledge and a lot of other young people who challenge racism, who 
challenge sexism, who challenge systems of oppression, who challenge adultism, 
who wants to see youth-only organizing; all of us, those ideals come from this 
movement period. So I am not saying that the movement is poo-poo; I am just 
saying there is a little tweaking that needs to be done. 
 
The shortcomings of the youth justice movement generally related to impacts that 

occurred during the transition from youth to adult after the youth graduated high school.  There 
was a recognition that the movement may have failed to adequately prepare young people when 
they aged out of the movement. A few young people raised a loss of purpose and frustration with 
the lack of ways to stay engaged in the movement after high school — particularly through paid 
work.  Youth alumni Rafael Feliciano speaks about being irritated with his current job search.  
He wants youth alumni to have a better chance at paid positions in youth justice work: 

 
Getting a job at a retail store or at some McDonald’s or something like that. I am 
not saying people shouldn’t get those jobs, but I am saying it’s not the same thing 
as being the coordinator of youth or whatever at ACE. There is no way that those 
are comparable positions right? And so what I am saying is I want to see people 
from our movement get rewarded for our work…There are a lot of young people 
that were in our movement that don’t have jobs right now and we did all of this 
work and we get frustrated when we see this hard bargaining and these leadership 
positions and we are like where is our piece of pie, because we put in all this God 
damned work; we ran in these rallies, we were getting all these different young 
people to lead these different movements. When do we get a job? When do we get 
that position? Right? And that hasn’t happened yet period. They tell me that it’s 
starting to change; that there is a lot of talk around those types of adults moving 
out, but it hasn’t happened yet. So until I see it that, to me is a huge frustration. 
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Another youth alumni who attended college outside of Boston describes a sense of 

isolation and heightened awareness of systems of oppression on their campus without having 
friends and colleagues with whom to process these issues.  This issue was raised in different 
ways by other young people and was corroborated by the adult supporters who were in 
leadership positions during this time period. Transitioning from youth to adult also changed how 
individuals were able to engage with the movement and required the youth alumni to learn new 
boundaries.   According to Roselyn Berry, who made the transition from youth participant to 
adult staff prior to the emergence of the movement:  

 
It’s a really difficult transition. It’s I think more difficult than people realize, because 
actually a lot of people that I am surrounded by in my work now started doing this work 
as adults. There are some really difficult transitions that go from being a young person 
and doing this work to being an adult and having to relearn how you engage with the 
work, relearn how you engage with the people doing it, relearn what your boundaries 
have to be with young people, yeah relearn the role you have to play in the room so that 
its equitable now that you are transitioning from being a young person to an adult. 
 
Several young people also mention issues of burn out and the lack of support for the 

intense demands that comes with organizing.  One youth alumni, Indira Baez, talks about making 
the choice to work at the store Best Buy instead of continuing as a part-time paid youth organizer 
because, “I'll make more there, but at the same time have more of a peace of mind.”  This quote 
highlights the need for meaningful wages in organizing work and how salary decisions are 
important in youth’s willingness and ability to remain involved in the youth justice movement. 
Seth Kirshenbaum, an adult supporter and the current co-Executive Director of the City School, 
relates a story about one youth alumni who asked for help because he felt like he was burning out 
while working for The City School after graduating high school; but he did not get the support he 
needed.  This story appeared to be especially troubling to the adult ally because people were 
aware there was a problem and did not address it.   

 
In addition, Seth Kirshenbaum and George Lee, former and current leaders in youth 

organizations, both feel that there needed to be specific programming to support youth as they 
transitioned out of the high school and into adulthood.  There are numerous mentions throughout 
the interviews about a void created in the movement following the graduation of a core group of 
youth leaders in 2007 and the lack of preparation in the younger cohort to take on the same level 
of leadership. This is referenced as a surprise—that the adult supporters didn’t really 
comprehend the youth were leaving.  Seth Kirshenbaum says “it was like I didn’t think they 
would leave, but they didn’t really leave; they just did the next thing.” This seems to indicate a 
lack of planning and support services (and resources) for what was to come next for these young 
people. 
 
 
Lessons 
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And so, I think the way we talk to young people, the way we articulate what we 
say to young people is so key, that to me was the biggest lesson, because those 
conversations that I had with adults altered my life. -- Carlos Moreno 

 
This statement synthesizes the voices of many youth alumni in Boston’s youth justice 

movement.  It highlights relationships, skills around articulation, the need to be heard, and the 
transformation that can occur through one’s participation and active engagement in organizing.  
While not all youth would identify conversations with adults as central, or their experiences life 
altering, all youth alumni describe their participation in the movement as positive and highlight 
their experience in this movement.   

 
From this period there were a number of lessons to be learned.  Some lessons that came 

through the analysis were that: 
 
 Relationships are central; 
 Youth power and voice is a positive impact in itself; 
 Participation in the movement continues to have an impact for youth organizing alumni 

well into adulthood; and 
 There is a need for more support and opportunities for young people to engage in the 

youth justice movement as they transition into adulthood.  
 

Youth alumni explicitly identify the feeling of youth power and voice as having a significant 
positive impact on their development while a number of adult supporters did not explicitly 
identify this impact.  The opportunity to exert power and to be heard as an impact itself perhaps 
needs to be better appreciated by adults in youth movements.  For the youth alumni, the impact 
they spoke of came from being heard, building relationships, learning to lead and realizing that 
change is possible.  These impacts stayed with them long after the benefits of the policy win 
would have affected them personally. Youth and adults describe the impacts of the movement 
somewhat differently—adult supporters focus more on tangible skill development while youth 
focus more on the development of a sense of empowerment and impacts that carried into 
adulthood.  

 
There is a sense of connectedness and spirituality present in the descriptions of impacts 

that a few of the adult supporters say is lacking in the work of current youth.  Adult supporters 
discuss how two more recent changes may be affecting the growth and development of young 
people engaged in current youth justice activities: (1) the loss of connectedness between youth 
justice work and spirituality and (2) the loss of schools like Hyde Park High and the Social 
Justice Academy (including their principals, administration, and curricula) that support social 
justice work. The adult supporters note that these changes, in part, make it more difficult for 
youth to become involved and stay involved in youth justice work.  Perhaps, in part, it was these 
institutional support systems that helped to feed and grow the intense youth justice work during 
the 2005-2008 movement period.  
 
 
Conclusion 
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The interviews reveal that participation in the youth justice movement had a profound 
impact on the youth involved that went beyond winning campaigns or concessions.  The young 
people left the movement with new relationships, skills, understandings, and identities that they 
carry with them today.  For many, their experiences were transformational and influenced their 
decisions about what to do once becoming adults—specifically what they chose to study in 
college, what jobs they are interested in, how engaged they are in their community and when to 
use their voice to shed light on structural problems.  These impacts are widely discussed by the 
youth alumni and their time in the movement is universally appreciated.  
 
 

Legacies of the Movement 
 

And so the city of Boston knows that there is youth power out there and there is 
youth leadership out there and that if they don’t do things the right way that we’ll 
come after them period…. Not to say that that relationship should be that way, but 
the fact that they are not going to do things that compromise how much young 
people get in terms of money and all that stuff, reduce jobs. That to me says a lot. 
 
And the city of Boston talks about youth violence right and it doesn’t just talk 
about stopping it; it talks about how to stop it in these more creative ways. That 
comes from our movement. This idea that policing is not the only way to combat 
youth violence, that if you really want to combat youth violence then you do 
provide jobs, then you do provide this idea of community and people coming 
together and things like nonprofits or what have you. So that comes from us.  
– Rafael Feliciano 

 
The movement built by young people and their allies in the 2005-2008 period appears to 

have had a lasting legacy in several key areas. First, the tradition of collaboration across groups 
has continued in one form or another. Youth justice groups regularly work together in formations 
like the Youth Jobs Coalition, the Youth Justice and Power Union, the YOUNG coalition, the 
“unnamed awesome” network, and other collaborations that sponsor rallies for youth passes on 
the MBTA or demand a say in decisions made by Boston Public Schools. However, compared to 
the period we studied, there may be less of a sense of being part of one larger movement with a 
shared identity. Individual group identities remain highly salient today. The tension between 
group competition (e.g. for funding) and the benefits of working together endures, perhaps 
without the energy young people brought against “repping.” 
 

Second, the tradition of youth power and leadership seems to have continued in the sense 
of youth voice and participation being normalized in Boston. We can see this in the mayoral 
candidates agreeing to participate in youth forums during the campaign season, in the city of 
Boston establishing participatory budgeting for youth, or in youth regularly leading meetings that 
coalitions including adults sponsor on education reform. In the period we studied, however, 
youth made some of the key decisions in the movement. Youth may be powerful in some 
individual groups in that way, but they may be less powerful today in a citywide sense.  
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Finally, as Rafael notes above, young people pushed for a different approach to the issue 
of violence and other issues facing young people, one that focuses on increasing opportunities 
for youth rather than disciplining and punishing them. Youth, however, need to organize 
constantly to keep this agenda in front of public institutions. The opportunity to have voice and 
build power through organizing continues to draw new cohorts of young people into the youth 
justice movement. Like the youth alumni from the 2005-2008 period, they also want to create 
change in their communities and their own lives. Normally powerless in mainstream institutions, 
through the youth justice movement, they claim the right to create their own history. 
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Appendix I 
 

List of Interviews 
 

The following is a list of interviews conducted for this research report. 
 
Youth Alumni 
 

 Amilton Pires 
 Carlos Moreno 
 Shaka McPherson 
 Jackie Fontes 
 Rafael Feliciano 
 Shane Bass 
 Jessica Cetoute 
 Corina McCarthy-Fadel 
 Indira Baez 
 Gerdon Encarnacion* 
 Carolyn Infante 
 Kendra Lara 

 
 
Adult Supporters 
 

 Olmis Sanchez 
 Roselyn Berry 
 Lily Huang* 
 Dan Gelbtuch* 
 Allentza Michel 
 Seth Kirshenbaum 
 George Lee 
 Shauna Rigaud 
 Najma Naz`yat 
 Collique Williams 
 Dave Jenkins 
 Marlena Rose 
 Mariama White-Hammond 
 Maria Dominguez-Gray 

 
External Participants 
 

 Peter Snoad 
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 Sam Yoon* 
 Mike Ross* 
 David Moy 

 
*Denotes interviews conducted but not transcribed and analyzed, and therefore not 
included in this report. 
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Appendix II 
 

List of Research Questions 
 
 

Together with our partners, we decided on the following research questions for the larger study: 
 

 What were the roots of the movement in the prior work of the three groups and in the 
context of Boston at the time? 

 How did youth and their allies, inside and outside these groups, contribute to the 
emergence of a youth justice movement? 

 How did youth emerge as leaders and build power? 
 How were groups able to work together to create a unified youth justice movement? 
 What impact did the movement have on the city of Boston, the three groups, and the 

youth? 
 What happened to the youth justice movement the aftermath of this time period, and what 

lessons about movement-building can be learned and applied in the current context? 
 
As noted in the text, we focused our data analysis and report on a subset of three questions. 
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Appendix III 
 

List of Codes 
 Adult Impacts 
 Adult Relationships 
 Atlanta Social Forum 
 Beantown/Spontaneous Celebrations 
 BYOP 
 Church Meeting 
 City Council Meeting 
 City Hall Die-In 
 Collaboration 
 Context 
 Criticisms and Shortcomings 
 External Organizing Strategy 
 Great Quote 
 Group Collaboration 
 Harvard and PBHJ 
 Historical Context 
 Internal Organizing Strategy 
 Key Event 
 Key Organization 
 Key Person 
 Legacy of the Period 
 Location 
 Media Coverage 
 Mentoring 
 Motivation 
 Movement 
 National Movement 
 Now vs Then 
 Outcome 
 Political Dynamics 
 REEP 
 Role in the Movement 
 Starting Out 
 TCS 
 Timeline 
 Type of Organization 
 UYYW 
 What was Special 
 Youth Impacts 
 Youth Issue 
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 Youth Justice Definition 
 Youth Power and Leadership 
 Youth Relationships 
 Youth-Adult Dynamics 
 Youth-Adult Personal 
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