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~NOTES FRE?M THE ROAD

You are invited tojourney with YAP's three Monmouth University International Social Work interns as they traverse
three countries doing field work. Ashley Terleski, Rachel A Forbes and Bree Medunajoned the YAP team in September
2009 working in New Jersey and Pennsylvania to support our sister agencies in Sierra Leone and Guatemala, the Inter-
national Youth Advocacy Federation and general YAP international endeavors. This dynamic group developed a research
project that they launched in February 2010. In February; Ashley, Rachel and Bree began orientation in their field sites
of Serra Leone, Guatemala, and New Jersey. In March and Apri, the venturesome researchers conducted focus groups
simultaneously, pioneering an entirely new track of international internships with YAR

Coupling travel with an eye on social justice and making the VOICES of vulnerable youth heard, the field study joins the
YAP and Monmouth mutual missions nicely. Via the "Travelogue Project," Ashley, Rachel and Bree wrote blogs about their
experience as North Americans traveling abroad, their cross-cultural exchanges and opportunities, a first-hand account
of the political and social cimates the youth they work with contend with and simply the adventure that travel promises.
You are invited to participate in the adventure by subscrioing to Abtes from the Road Jon Ashley in Freetown and Mie
91 for "Notes from Serra Leone," Rachel in Guatemala City and Antigua for "Notes from Guatemala” and Bree in Cam-
den and Essex for "Notes from New Jersey" Invite the youth in your YAP program to read along and post comments
and questions for the audacious interns and for the young people they are working with on-site. Whatever corner of the
globe this finds you i, travel along on this YAP/Monmouth venture by readng Abtes from the Road
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My name is Ashley Terleski, T am a graduate student at
Morwouth University in the Tnternational and Comwun-
nity) Development track in the School of Social Work. T
Just turned 23 years old, grew wp in Salem, Oregon, and
recertly) finished my BEW at Azusa Pacific University
near Los Argeles. T started interning for Vputh Advocate
Prograws, Tnc. in Septamber .

Y name is Rachel Torbes. T am 23-years-old and
gradvate student at Wionmonth University) in Long
Branch, New Jersey. T received wmy) underdgroduate de-
grees from Loyola University in Baltimore City, WMary-
land in psychology) and Sparish. T grew up in Belmar,
New Jersey. T an currently studving international and
community) development (MSN).) and interning at Vputh
Advocate Programs, Tnc. The following travelowse s a
documentation of a field site visit to Quatemala City),
Cuatemda where T worked with at-risk, youth who live in
the streets and face extrame violence.

Hi my name (s Bree. Tm a Senior Qroduate Student at
Mormonth University) in New Jersey). Wy program is
Tnternational and Comvmunity) Developrment in Social
Work. T have been interning with Youth Advocate Pro-
gram, Inc. (YAP) since Septeniper, 2009. Through
VAL, T have been given a great opportunity) to experi-
ence different cultwral beliefs doout youth and varying
degrees of action in resporse to the at-risk youth popula-

tion.



Notes from Sierra Leone

“Who Am 1?”

Some of you may have attended the International Workshop at
the National Leadership Conference back in November, if you dd,
thank you! You would have seen me briefly present on Serra Leone
(I was the one with the excessive hand motions).

For everyone else let me quickly introduce myself, my name is Ash-
ley Terleski, 1 am a graduate student at Monmouth University in
the International and Community Development track in the School
of Social Work. I just turned 23 years old, grew up in Salem,
Oregon, and recently finished my BSW at Azusa Pacific University
near Los Angeles. I started interning for Youth Advocate Pro-
grams, Inc. in September. It has been an amazing experience o
far and 1 have learned much about YAP, the work they do, and
the passion of the people who work together through this organi-
zation to partner with youth and create a better world with them.
This project was born out of the desire by YAP to do a research
project with the youth both nationally and in their Sister agencies
abroad. It is three-fold in purpose: as a needs assessment, pro-
gram evaluation, and advocacy tool. The research wil hopefuly be
the groundwork for other projects, changes, and advocacy ef-
forts all focused in areas that are identified by the youth who
participate. | have the joy and priviege of traveing to Serra
Leone to partner with Sanusi Kargbo, the program director of
Seerra Leone Youth Advocate Programs (SLYAP), to help conduct
focus groups with the youth at Mie 9L

This wil be my first trip to Africa and the longest time I have
spent abroad. This travelogue is an invitation for you to join in my
journey through this experience. It wil not only be a way to stay
updated on the work that is being done, both my work and what
Sanusi and his team are doing, but also to hear about what it is
ike for me, as a foreigner, to experience a vastly different cul-
ture and country. It is an opportunity to engage with me through
my stories, emotions, sarcasm, and occasionally seff-deprecating
humor. We all know that as someone in another country you are
bound to do something cufturaly ridiculous that wil make everyone
laugh at you, so to be only fair I'l make sure to share those
stories on here so you can all laugh at me too. Il be putting up
videos and pictures for everyone to see as well. I also ask, no,
plead, that you comment, ask questions, and just engage in con-
versation with me through this blog, since let's face it, it's boring
to feel ke your talking to yourself for 10 weeks.

With that "officia" introduction said I have to say I write this
after having spent days out shopping for all my traveing
"essentials’. My kitchen table is littered with zone bars, bug
spray, texthooks, and malaria pils..all sorts of pils actualy, I've
never owned this much medication in my [ife. I am realizing how
fragle my body is as an American, I can't eat or drink water in
another country without an array of medications. (Don't worry al
of you concerned for my safety, I wil take them). To pin down
my emotional experience of preparing to leave and adequately
express it is near impossible, 1 am hopeful, excited, contemplative,
stressed, anxious, nervous (largely about bugs, if you are lucky |
wil have a good abnormal bug story to share with you al, I have
a odd history with those little deviish creatures) and above all I
am fighting my general tendency to over-pack! I am trying to
not take expectations with me, but the humble and sharing spirit
of a learner and a friend. With all that said, let me end with this

Adventure s a path Real adventure - self-aetermned self-
motiateq often risky - forces you to have firstiand encounters
weh the world The world the way It 15 not the way you imagie it
Your boady wil colloe with the earth and you wil bear winess. In
this way you wil be compeled to gragne weth the limitiess kinaness
and bottomeess crueity of human kind - and peniaps realze that
you yourself are capable of both Ths wil change you. Nothing ml
ever agan be biack-ana-mite

-- Mark Jenkins




“Things | Have Learned in Freetown”

1. Never leave anything sweet out—red ants wil attack.

2. Don't wear camouflage clothing—it is ilegal and they might
demand that you take it off right there in the middle of the
street and hand It over.

3. Most Serra Leoneans love rice and pepper—expect to have
rice and something spicy with each meal,

4, There is such a thing as peanut-butter soup—yes it's good, no
it tastes nothing lke peanut butter.

My first few days in Freetown have been many things! Culture
shock has taken its toll and I'm slowly adjusting, you know getting
the hang of batfing out of a bucket, eating African food (I've
been an adventurous orderer and got pepper soup my first day,
it was good but it was so hot I couldn't eat much because of how
much water I ended up drinking), and trying to overcome my fear
of bugs! Luckly ants aren't on my st of bugs | fear, because
the second day | got home to find one of my suitcases infested
with them! They were everywhere! | had left a piece of chocolate
N my suitcase, zipped up in one of the pockets and those suckers
found it and were having a field day—unfortunately for them it
also led to their demise. I just kept thinking in my head "Stupid
American!" for leaving chocolate in my bag. Cockroaches and spi-
ders are stil on that fearful Ist and I've seen exceptionally large
and fast species of both already.

Freetown was overwheimng at first. It was made for half-a-
milion people and now hosts 2 milion. It is the most crowded place
I have ever seen; it puts NYC to shame I feel Also they say New
York is the city that never sleeps..nope, it's this city. About the
third night here, when the electricity went out and it was ex-
tremely hot, I woke up every half hour or hour during the night
and every tme I dd I could hear plenty of people stil out and
about on the street.

In my first few days here I am seeing how much SLYAP does! In
Freetown there is a more traditional YAP program, with a focus on
mentoring, and support for schools and chidren to go to school --
usually through the financial assistance for school fees or books.
People are solciting Sanusi [Kargho], the program director con-
stantly for help. On Monday we went to assess a school that
was asking for help in bulding a new schoolhouse. Their previous one
had been destroyed in the last rainy season and they have been
using a wealthy person's unfinished home as a school. Now that the
person wants to finish their house they are being evicted within a
week. So they are quickly trying to put up another structure.

Sanusi and 1 went and
looked at the buiding to see
what SLYAP could afford to
do to help, he decided on the
zinc -- or sheet metal for
the walls and roof. Support-
ng projects lke these is a
difficuit decision. There is
need everywhere, and important, vald need, and every choice you
make to help one person, means someone else does not get help.
And not just this imaginary someone in space, but someone in
front of you, with a story you know, and needs that you see.
That or it is even at the cost of your own program and the
needs of those beng served by it. This usually means that for
many situations, including this one, donations wil partily be made
out of employees' own pockets.

I was asked what are some of my goals when I am over here.
The main intention over here on a work aspect is that of running
focus groups with the youth, both in Freetown and at Mie 9L The
groups are going to he a forum where the youth wil be able to
have the opinions, ideas, and stories heard and this wil help guide
further YAP and SLYAP activity. So the main goal is to success-
fully run those. After getting here another main goal is to LEARN
KRIO! It is a frustrating language barrier, especially when there
'S S0 much English in it that you are able to pick up bits and
pieces and then get completely lost again. A significant goal is to
learn, and to learn many things: learn about the culture of Serra
Leone, about SLYAP and how it works, and also about my role in
all of this -- what actions to take in my own [fe, what is the role
of the US. foreigner internationally? If 1 want a career as an
“International social worker" what is the most beneficial way to do
that? And finally, another goal is to buid relationships, to make
friends and connect with people, to share Iife in this brief time
that | am here. 1T there is one thing | have been learning this
past year it is the importance of human connection. I have spent
the majority of my time here with two women, Melrose and
Thanya. Both have been incredibly welcoming and sweet! Melrose
has already bought me fabric to have an Africanus dress made
for me; she was shocked I did not have one already.

Thanks for the comments so far and not making me feel ke I'm
talking to mysetfll 1l probably keep responding in the main body
of the blog since it's a major pain to try and post multiple things
due to the internet being so slow. I have several more Stories and
shall write about them soon!



“The Real Face of Poverty”

When we think of poverty in the United States we tend to think
of the homeless, people Iing in cars or shelters, gaing to soup
kitchens in order to eat a good meal that day, etc. We don't know
poverty lke this; we don't see slums stretching for shack after
shack.

I am not trying to take
, away from the plght of the
poor in the US; poverty in
—— any form is something to
& fight aganst. In the US,
though, we almost seem to
hide our poor; we don't want
the world to know our people
suffer, too. Here there is no
hiding. Thanya took me to a slum last week. There is one right in
the center of town, where the road dips down and there is a fiat
stretch of land closer to sea level. Running through the middle is a
black creek of sheer filth; its banks pure trash with hogs sifting
through. When the homes (which can be labeled shacks in structure
whie in reality they are homes) end, it opens to a wide expanse
that s a sea of trash and debris leading to the ocean. This is the
chidren's playground, a place infested with insects, disease, and
scavenging anmals. Most of us are used to clean environments;
having more than one spider in your house a week is practically an
infestation.

For those of you who have seen the fim Skmdog Millonare it was
ke walking into that fim and the slums there, though I would even
argue that the structures here were far worse than the ones in
the fim. It is a weird feelng to be there and part of me almost
resents fims ke Skmdog Millonare in a way. On one side they
open up people's eyes to poverty in the world, and on the other
they almost desensitize you. So that when you see it in person,
you just feel ke you stepped into a movie, as if it is not actually
real. But there it is, around you, and these chidren aren't actors;
they don't call it a day's work, go home to comfortable ives, and
then end up on a red carpet winning Oscars. This is their home:
these ples of trash their toys, this infested creek and ocean their
swimming pool, or shower even. Then there is the emotion of where

I am, almost lke a tourist in their homes. I see it. The chidren
chase after me chanting, "Whiteman! Whiteman!", but then 1 leave,
and what do I do? What changes? I get to leave. I get to go
back to fans, electricity, fioors -- heck, there's even a real shower
n the home I'm at right now.

Thanya pointed out that many of the chidren who SLYAP mentors
are from these slums. She aiso explained how this slum came to be.
During the war many, many people came from the countryside to
the city seeking refuge. Most of the fighting took place in the
provinces, though eventually it came to Freetown, as wel. After
the war most of the people stayed and did not return to the
countryside. Urbanization has been a trend and the war caused
an extremely high amount of people moving to the city in a short
amount of time. There was no way for the job market, infra-
structure, and everything else to keep up, especially during and
after the warl The government is trying to convince the people to
move out of the slum, because this one in particular is incredbly
dangerous. Every rainy season the slum floods from the now
“creek" (it is the tail end of the dry season right now) running
through it. Chidren every year get swept out to sea during these
floods and drown. And let's not even get into the effect on the
ocean itselfl The amount of trash on the "heach" is insane and |
can't even imagne how polluted the water must be near there.
Environmentalists would have a panic attack. But the question is,
where do all these people move to? Do they have places to go?
There are so many challenges. | often keep hearing "It is diffi-
cult here" and "This is Africa," but was this aways "Africa™? Does
this always have to be "Africa"? | want to leave you with encour-
agng words, words that 1 received from someone else, to be hon-
est, because you cannot depress people and then not encourage
them; otherwise, we would all just give up and never work to
change anything. And I stil believe in change. So...

Hold on to what s good

even if it s

a hanaful of éarth

Hold on to what you beleve
even if it 5

a tree whih stands by itself
Hold onto what you must ao
even if it 5

a long way from fere

-- Nancy Wood

P.S. Thanks for the comments agan! Dad, Mie 91 is a vilage out
In the provinces; it's about a 3 to 4 hour drive outside of Free-
town. Heather and Gretchen, I stil haven't gotten the dress made
yet! 1 was supposed to Saturday but I got caught up with a
mid problem - which Il explain in the next blog! But I'l be sure to
put up pictures when 1 do!



“Fears | Have Faced in Freetown”

1. Having my blood drawn
2. Getting an 1V
3. Being hospitalized!

Yep, that's right, I got sick already! Obviously I am alve and wel
writing this, so no need for anyone to worry, anymore at least.
Those may seem lke sily fears to you, but honestly I have never
been sick enough to warrant any of these things and they have
always frightened me. I've never even donated hlood before be-
cause I'm so afrad of having my blood drawn. And so lucky for
me the first tme for everything is in Africa.

This past Saturday I took the day to stay home and do home-
work. Sanusi was going into town, but Abu, his house servant that
[ves with him, was home studying, as well. (Having a "house servant"
s a cultural thing here. For Abu, Sanusi pays for his schoolng and
Abu helps around the house and Ives there in return) Not too long
after I got up, though, 1 felt weak and achy so I decided to
just rest instead. 1 also had no appetite. I ended up caling Sa-
nusi to let him know I felt il. He advised me to try and eat Some-
thing. | agreed, but stayed in bed and kept teling myself in an-
other hour and going back to sleep. Abu kept coming in and teling
me to eat something and when the mayor's wife, Victoria, sent
down food for me, I finally agreed to get up because I felt |
had to. I stil wasn't hungry and couldn't bring myself to touch
the food she sent. Instead, I attempted orange juice. Two painful
sips in | suddenly realized 1 was lying back onto the chairs and
could hear Abu and a couple other boys I hadn't met yeling
things. They Iifted me up and 1 barely realized I had fainted
before waking up agan in their arms, having passed out twice in a
row. They laid me down on the couch and called the mayor's wife,
She came down and wanted to take me to the hospital, but due to
the above-mentioned fears I worked to persuade her to not take
me. | know, I know, I'm an idot, but I was feelng a hit better
and managed to eat a little food whie she was there. But in going
through all my symptoms, she and the hoys thought I had malaria.
Oh, that forbidden, horrifying word to all of us Westerners.

Sanusi was now on hs way home having been informed by Abu
about the change in my condition, so Victoria and her adorable
daughter, who had run all the way to the house because she
wanted to see how I was, left whie I waited. OF course in this
waiting | progressiely got worse and my system rejected the
meager meal | had attempted to eat. It was official: to the
hospital I was going, and by then I was ready to go, too. They

took me to the nicest hospital in Freetown, which of course is noth-
ing ke US. standards, but if it was malaria they would know how
to treat it correctly.

First fear. 1 got my blood drawn by pm
this nice Indian man, who was very
understanding of me being freaked
out. Most of the doctors here were
from Inda (not sure why). I'l be
honest, this was not had at all; it
was probably the same pain level as getting a shot, and I realize
I was being a big baby. They got me into my room, which was
actually much larger than any US. hospital room I have ever
seen, and it had a TV, but more importantly, air conditionng! Yet
here I had to face my second fear - the IV. I can officially
say, | HATE THE IV. I feel that my fear is justified and they
suck and that needle wil encourage me to be extremely safe
about not getting sick again more than the ilness itseff. The sec-
ond day with the 1V was worse than being sick; it hurt so bady
whenever one of the nurses touched it. The nurses were incredibly
nice, though, always understandng and sweet, and the quickest |
have ever seen to respond to that Ittle bel. After having wit-
nessed other friends' experiences in hospitals and having to go and
track down nurses for them, 1 was extremely grateful for this!

I spent a couple nights in the hospital, re-hydrating and waiting
for the results of my blood test to come back to see if I actu-
ally had malaria, which was what | was being treated for and
what everyone was leanng towards me having. Lucky for me the
test came back and I do not have malaria!l But 1 have typhoid.
It is a low percentage of typhoid, though. You know how I men-
tioned that I had been an adventurous sort and was trying lots
of African food? That did not work out in my favor. The doctor
said it was not only the food itself but also the drastic change in
det from what I'm used to. So now I have to try and eat more
"American” food that I am used to. I went to the store last
night and bought PB & J, cereal, pasta and marinara sauce. |
should be fine, but due to the doctor's and all of YAP's concem,
my trip is beng modfied. I wil be coming home a month early and
wil no longer go to Mie 91 for an extended period of tme. They
fear the longer | stay, the more at risk 1 am to get sick again
and the next time it would be worse. I remember a James Mich-
ener quote | had seen about travelng that is now much more
ironic to me: "I you reject the food, ignore the customs, fear
the religion and avoid the people, you might better stay at home."
I think 1'd be more careful about that food statement now,
though, unless you're wanting a stay in the hospital.



“Education for the Privieged Few”

I met with a group of students at a school SLYAP supports at
the end of last week It is challenging to learn how to buld trust
with youth from a different culture whom you have just met, but
I am learning. This group revealed to me just how important
SLYAP is in their ves. When 1 asked what should be changed they
said to expand! They want more SLYAP. They want the rest of the
youth in Freetown to be able to experience the benefits of beng
involved with SLYAP.

In taking about current needs, education came up over and over
again; it was the prevaiing theme. 1 have witnessed this need
through my observations, as wel. The chidren and youth are long-
ng to go to school so badly; they desire education. It is the
clearest path they see to delverance from the grasp of poverty.
But there are so many barriers, manly financial. In this country,
as in many in Africa, the chidren are required to pay fees for
school. And whie the fees are small to us in US. dollars, to a fam-
ly in Sierra Leone in poverty they are astronomical. And it is not
only the fees to go to school they must pay for; on top of that
there is the uniform, the books, lunches, exams, etc. The price clmbs
higher and higher, leaving the poor behind, leaving the chidren with
no option but to spend their days and nights seling bread, water,
other small goods in the market and on the streets, or to eventu-
ally sell their bodies on the street, as wel.

&, Wy One morning when I got up Sa-
» ¢ nusi informed me there was a
woman outside of the house with
/- her son; the woman had been
;7.-{ cryng and crying. Her son was
not going to be able to take a
test that would allow him to
proceed in school because she did
not have the money to pay for it. She had brought his report
card with her that showed how her son was near the top of his
class. So in order to make sure that the woman was teling the
truth, we all loaded into the truck and drove to the boy's schoal.
There the teacher confirmed the situation and Sanusi paid for the
test. And this is how things go: crisis intervention for education. The
mportance of education is immeasurable; it is linked to getting out
of poverty, closng the gap between the "haves" and "have-nots,"
and lowering the risk of getting HIV/AIDS, amongst many other
things. SLYAP intervenes, in regards to education, on two levels: in
providng financial support for students and supporting the schools

This is @ whole other issue; the schools themselves suffer from poor
funding. There was a recent issue here where teachers were not
getting paid. Or they get paid so Iittle that some do not come to
class and instead tell the chidren to come to their homes for pri-
vate lessons that they have to pay extra for. Teachers wil also
create pamphlets for their classes that they force the students
to buy as a way to make up for the poor salaries they are re-
ceiving. Whie it is not right for the teachers to be doing these
things, it needs to be stated the teachers are themselves victims
of the system, as wel. It is because they are making hardly
anything, sometimes only $40 a month, that they resort to these
ways of supplementing their income. I visited one of the schools
that SLYAP supports. Every classroom was filled to the brim with
chidren. Because they did not have the money to expand their
buldings, and even though they have the land, they are forced to
fit two classes into each classroom and the teachers rotate in-
structing their perspective classes. Tak about a difficult learning
environment: chidren crammed into tiny benches in dark rooms with
fifty or more other chidren and only half of the time teaching is
even geared towards you.

Campaigns to abolish school

g fees have been working hard
= 10 repair these maladies, in

4 Africa and other contients.

" And there have been cases of
success. Stephen Lewis speaks
" eloquently upon this issue and
ways to fight for free, quality education for chidren everywhere,
It is their right, and it needs be fought for, by them and by us
who advocate for them. So I just can not smply end this without
quoting something by Stephen Lewis. After writing this I felt this
was fitting, and ironic in a way, as wel:

1 often wonder, in an increasigly jaced way, how long the chicren
of Africa wl have to wait before the world delvers. You can't
begin to imagine the numbers of reports that have been produiced
demonstrating the needs of orhan chidren and demandng the
avolton of schoal Tfees.. In Tact an argument has been made
that the revorts have become a kind of Machavelan deaying
tacte. You want acton? Wai - there’s something else to read

-- Stephen Lewss, Race Agannst Time.



“A Walk to the Well”

This week 1 went to Mie 91, the vilage where SLYAP has a youth
center and a school. Whoever named Mie 91 must have been lack-
ng in creatvity that day; it bears that name because it is 91
mies outside of Freetown. This was the first time I truly was able
to get outside of the city and I was very excited to see the
provinces.

I'l admit it, in a touristy way I was secretly hoping to See some
"African" animals; you know, the rogue elephant wandering across
the road, or a monkey at least. Unfortunately, 1 was dsap-
painted. I saw no anmals except lizards and the giant mouse that
greeted me in my room at the guesthouse.

Mie 91 is a larger vilage,
with a perfectly paved high-
way branching through it. It |
s an interesting picture of
development, to look out and
see a fighway smiar to
what we have in the US.
Flanked with homes made S
from mud and sticks. 1 do not think many people who Ive in Mie 91
drive, much less own a car. I you cannot afford to use cement
bricks to buld a home, I don't think & vehicle is on the top of your
"things I need to buy" ist. The highway is not all that much of a
benefit to them, except now cars can race by at much quicker
speeds right next to where their chidren are playing. It just
stood out as an example of tmes when "development" is more for
the rich and not the poor.

I got to meet some of the youth and tak with a few students
at the youth center, after playng a game of foosbal where
around five people were playing and another three were helping to
keep the table together! It was very insightful to talk with them
and get a picture of their ives and the struggles they face. One
boy spoke to me about how everything he owns fits into one box.
He Ives with his aunt, who he says does not care about him. For
him the headmaster at the school is ke a Father he turns to for
help. He was actually repeating the grade he was in for the sec-
ond time -- not because of an inabiity to pass, but because he
dd not have the money to move on. The school that SLYAP provides
does not charge school fees, but right now it is only able to pro-
vide primary education.

It was in speaking with the girls, though, that I was realy hit
hard by their pight. The chidren are usually the famiy members
that go to fetch the water daly. The girls explained to me that
a few months into the dry season the wells near their homes dry
up, so they are forced to A i
walk a couple mies into the g% i "’ . ‘!
bush to get water. This is W :
already an issue n itself. Can -
you imagine when you were 10
years old waking 2-3 mies
everyday just to get your
water? But the real upsetting
part was that they are afraid people wil "snatch" them. By
snatching they mean rapists, pedophies, and at times people who
wil forcefully induct them into the secret societies. The tradition of
the secret societies runs deep and is an important part of the
cuiture in Sierra Leone, but unfortunately one of their traditional
practices is female genital mutiation. This is what these young
ladies have to Face, just to get their water! We go turn on a
faucet, and they have to fear getting raped. A new, deeper wel
that wil flow all year long is desperately needed in Mie 9L 1 just
cannot accept that these girls have to keep going through this. |
dd not even ask if any of them had been "snatched" themselves,
for fear of bringng up something very traumatic for them. But
they very well could have been, and looking into their young, beau-
tiful faces my heart just cannot let me be okay with this. |
refuse to wak away and forget them. Before anything else, the
safety of these chidren comes first. I am limited in resources
here, but I would ke to start to brainstorm about a way to get
a new well bult there, through some combination of fundraising,
contacting other charitable organizations that buld wels, and
putting pressure on the government here. I think this is something
that the YAP famiy could join together on to help provide for this
vllage. There are several logistical things that wil need to be fig-
ured out, but I wanted to put out the call to everyone to see
what we can do to provide these girls with a greater level of
safety. Please let me know if you have any connections, know of
any organizations that could help, or posshle fundraising ideas!
How could we even get the youth in the U.S. programs involved in
efforts to make this happen for the sake of these girls in Mile
91?7 Something so Smple can make such a vast impact on these
girls' Ives, and save them from horrible things no one should have
to be a victm of.

' N



“The Heart of SLYAP Youth”

This past week has been a whirlwind and my usual daly relationship
with my computer was quite neglected. This week YAP staff, both
current and former, came out to Serra Leone; unfortunately for
them they had not been informed that March is the hottest
month in Seerra Leone. They jumped into the most sweltering week
I've had since being here. There's no temperature gauges any-
where to inform me just how hot. But, if judging by how long
after | take my shower to when I wish I could take another one,
I know it has to be a ridiculously high temperature and humidity
level. How people cope and function in ths heat is astoundng to
me.

We went to Mie 91 again on Wednesday. It was quite different
than my first experience. 1 happened to go during a short time
period where the youth center was not being used to its fullest
potential. This was quite the reverse on Wednesday. There were so
many people there! They were throwing a party in our honor. They
had a DJ there, with stacks of giant speakers playing music for
the chidren to dance to, and how they love to dance! I had
flashbacks of being in middle or grade school and dancing was
walking around in a circle holding someone at arm's length. 1 feel
lke 1 am in a music video watching these kids dance. The way they
dance is incredible! Even the little kids! Some of the kids I be-
friended on my last trip got me to get out there and dance with
them a [ittle bit. You can only handle the embarrassment of get-
ting shown up by 6-year-olds for so long.

The chidren and youth at Mie 91 wil steal your heart. They are
vibrant and Ively. One small boy decided to clam me as his for the
day and stuck by my side half the time holdng onto my hand. I
find when 1 am able to play with a chid the issues of cultural
difference and language barriers suddenly become less significant.
It was wonderful to see all the youth playng! Not only was there
dancing, but they had a swing set and slde out. There was a con-
stant Ine of about 20 kids waiting for a 4-foot side. The fooshal
table was out and newly cleaned but stil requiring three extra
people to hold it together. Finally, there was the "houncer," or as
we call it a trampolne. I have to admit I broke the "one person
jumping at a time" rule, after asking, and joned one of the boys
I am friends with and "taught" him how sit-drops steal your
bounce and make you fal over.

The youth center and school are both greatly beneficial to the
community but there is stil great need and room for much more
to be done! The government is paying the teachers, but there are
two who are stil not being paid. SLYAP is working hard to have
them added to the payrol. 1t is very difficult to try and do so
much when your fundng is so smal, and it's incredible what they
are able to achieve off of so Iittle. There is a football team (or
as we call it soccer), the youth center, the school, and an agricul-
tural program that could use another Iift. They used to be able
to offer forms of vocational trainng, but due to lack of funds
they are unable to provide these anymore, even though they would
love to and have the connections to renew the programs if the
funds were there. The youth center provides a safe place to play,
has & peer mentoring program, and shows movies once a week as
a reward for doing well in school for some youth. When there are
a handful of TVs in town this works as a great motvator. The
last week when I stayed the night, the guesthouse had a TV out
in the front and there was a crowd of people, all just standng in
front of it watching the music videos and dancing to them.

Leaving the chidren was sad.
| wshed 1 had been able to
_ spend more time with them. |
SBA5  am left to wonder, wil |
| ever see them again? Wil
W things change? Wil one of

d the precious girls be
— snatched? Wil they be able
to continue their education? I am stil left to find my role as a
foreigner only here for a brief whie, but I have discovered some
efforts that I plan on taking to help these kids once I return to
the US.

Rumi wrote once, "You were born with wings. Why prefer to crawl
through fe?" But sometimes people's wings get damaged, or mal-
nourished, forces tie them down, or they were never told they have
them in the first place. SLYAP's mission statement is "Empowering
youths to be the rulers of their destiny." Maybe another way of
seeing empowerment s letting people know that they have wings,
working together to heal the damage, providing nourishment, fight-
ing the forces, so that they can fly and not be kept crawing.



“On the Island of Bonthe”

I think there is a rule in Africa that plans just simply never go
as planned. This weekend the YAP staff, the director of SLYAP,
and 1 joned Freetown's city councl, including the mayor, on a trip
to the island of Bonthe. The city councl of the island and of Free-
town agreed to do a form of exchange and to work together.
The trip had been planned several times and this was finally the
one that was gong to make it. Detalls were vague but everyone
was under the impression that Bonthe was only about a two-and-a
-half-hour drive away, that it was a historical island with beautiful
beaches, and we would be staying in a "luxury" resort. By luxury
this typicaly means one with real showers, air conditioning, and a
pool,

So six-and-a-half hours of
drving and an hour-long
rickety boat ride later, we
landed on Bonthe. There were
no heautiful beaches or lux-
ury resorts in sight. Along
our six-and-a-half-hour car o -
ride, the air conditioning went out and we rolled down our windows in
order to combat the heat. Unfortunately for us we were the
second car in the caravan down four hours of dirt roads. So not
only were we sticky and sweaty, but now caked with dust. We had
been dreaming of showers for probably the last four hours by
the time we showed up. At the dock we were greeted by a parade
of people, with an APC hanner (Al People's Congress, the ruing
poiitical party) and traditional dancing. They paraded us down the
streets to a guesthouse where the mayor was staying and they
fed us a traditional meal. By the time the meal was finished we
were dying to go to our guesthouse and get cleaned up. We al-
ready came to terms with the fact that the dreams of a pool
and real showers were not gong to become a realty.

W’%h;lull g

We were greeted at the guesthouse by the manager, who was So
drunk she almost fell over showing us to our rooms and had to
lean aganst the wall for a whie to stay upright. At this pont all
I could do was laugh. The whole situation was so opposite of what
I had been expecting. But at the same time the unmet expecta-
tions were part of the pont. Bonthe has been an extremely ne-
glected island. No one on the councl had ever been there and peo-
ple did not realize how diapdated it had become. It was the first

place hit by the slave trade, and it was hit hard. The man charac-
ter from the movie Amstad was from Bonthe. Many of the colo-
nal structures that the British bult stil stand throughout the city.
Remnants of paved roads, electrical wires, and telephone wires al
stand, but there are no cars, no electricity, and no telephones.
Due to the neglect, all of this equipment has fallen into dsrepair
and is currently unusable. The mayor and city councl there wanted
the Freetown city councl to come out to understand how neglected
they have been and their difficuities in transportation. It took us
around eight hours of travelng just to get there, making a giant
cut through the country, when Bonthe is a direct shot down the
coast of Serra Leone from Freetown and could potentially be
reached within a couple of hours by hoat.

It truly is a beautiful island,
though, and that night I got
to experience my first monsoon
-type rain. It was preceded by
thunder and lightening and then
suddenly sheets of rain poured
from the sky. It only lasted
about five mnutes, and then as |
quick as it came it is gone. We :
took & tour of the island, along
which I met someone's pet mon-
key named Jackie, who spun me around checking all my pockets
It's amazing to see the century-old structures, some stil stand-
ing. Whie some could potentially be refurbished, others have been
left to mother nature. There are many stranded ships along the
water that were left to rot and decompose. One currently has a
large tree growng through it that we were told had been there
for some 100 years. It was sad to see this island o neglected it
has so much to offer. They are rich in history and they are hoping
to become a tourist destination. Tourism brings in a great amount
of money and development; the people of Bonthe expressed aspira-
tions to buld up their island in such a way due to thelr history and
the avallabity of big game sport fishing. Along their coasts are
barracuda, marin, and other large fish that I was unfamiiar with.
They also are hoping to develop and gain income through the fish-
ng industry and agriculture. Al the resources are there. What is
lacking is all the start-up cost funding. And people with an adven-
turous spirit who are wiing to travel without expectations and into
the unknown to discover places of history and heauty, such as
Bonthe.




“The Face of (Life and) Death”

Tuesday was my last ful day in Serra Leone. I went to the
"youth center" in Freetown where the youth and community put on
an informal program. Some of the youth involved in SLYAP put on
a play for me. A couple artists came and performed, and the real
crowd drawer was some cultural dancing! The play was an expres-
sion of how many of them became involved in SLYAP and how their
ves were enriched by the opportunity to be educated by SLYAP.
The performance expressed their gratitude towards the agency. |
could see a genuine comfort for many of them in drama. One boy
who rarely spoke was much more vocal and at home when doing the
drama. Two of the eldest kids -- one an orphan who was found by
SLYAP In the refugee camps and the other an ex-chid soldier --
really thrived in this setting. I greatly enjoyed the performance,
and was pleased that I could understand almost everything that
they were saying! (Even though a volunteer stil translated every-
thing for me just in case I missed something)

g | realize something: 1 almost

= dslke usig the term "ex-chid
== Solder" to define the young

¢ man | just mentioned. Yes,
' that is his past and who he
~ was. But that was not who |
- saw. The use of chid soldiers
s something | have studied somewhat extensively. | am aware of
the "recruitment" processes, the drugs and manipulation used to
turn young chidren into kiling machines, and the horrors that they
have seen, as well as those that they have committed. When think-
ng about things later it was just crossng my mind that this
young man has lkely kiled people, many people. His reputation was
for being a respected and skiled fighter. He is currently 22, so he
would have been 12 when the war ended. In one sense I am sitting
and chatting with a "murderer," but that thought never even
crossed my mind when 1 was with him. Because that's not who he is;
he is a young man, stil heaing from a stolen chidhood. But in al
of my interactions with him he was friendly, hopeful, grateful, and
a leader amongst his peers.

I wonder what his fe would be lke if after the war he had been
treated lke a crimnal. 1 he had been a boy in the US. and mur-
dered people he would have been sent to juvenie detention. Albeit,
the circumstances under which a boy in the US. commits murder
and a chid soldier in Seerra Leone is different. But all the same, it
s the environment that plays such a large factor in leadng
young people to commit acts of violence. Whether it is being ab-
ducted from your home, forced to take drugs, desensitized to
violence and handed a gun and shoved on the frontines of hattle;
or to be horn into an impoverished, violent neighborhood, where
gang Iife s the norm and almost necessary to remain protected.
For this man he was fortunate to be viewed as a victm of his
environment and to be found by organizations lke SLYAP and
others that helped in the renabiitation process to gain his Iife
back. Someone's past is not something to be ignored, but past
experiences and posshle mistakes should not have to become a
brand or label you have to bear the rest of your Iife. 1 feel
that is something YAP fights for nationally, for by keeping youth
out of juvenie detention centers you help to save them from
bearing the label "juvenie deinquent” or "criminal offender" and
many more that come with a crimnal record.

e For this hoy, he doesn't have a
- background report that shows
e D With the label “chid soldier”
on it every time he applies for
~ a job. He is free to move
W through ife without the label,
and considering all the personal
and emotional scars his past has inficted upon him, it would be
doing him an injustice to add to his suffering by addng a label
from which he cannot escape.

In thinking about these things and how the labels that youth may
bear can cause them to view themselves as powerless to change,
as nothing more than a "juvenie delnquent, or a gang member,
or an ex-chid solder, another great quote by Rumi comes to mind:
You suppose you are the trouble, but you are the cure. You sup-
pose that you are the lock on the door, but you are the key that
opens it. It's too bad that you want to be someone else. You
don't see your own face, your own beauty. Yet, no face is more
beautiful than yours,



“The Familiar 1s Now Foreign”

Currently, I am sitting in the London Heathrow airport. It is al-
ready a form of shock, to jump from the sweat, fith, poverty,
but albeit vibrancy of Freetown to such a sterle, sparkly environ-
ment. From where I sit Burberry, Gucci, Mulberry, and Jimmy Choo
shops are all within eyesight. I wonder how one of the youth from
Freetown who have never been out of Serra Leone would react to
seeng this place. 1 think some of them would be afraid to touch
anything!

I have to say, the first thing I did was go on a search for the
Starbucks that 1 know is in this airport. 1 know some of you cof-
fee purists out there gasp at the mention of Starbucks; to be
honest I know nothing of their coffee, but that Chal Latte can
always be depended upon as a good drink. After working with my
own concoctions the past couple of weeks that drink was blss!
(That and a chocolate croissant just made it even better,)

I never really noticed how peaple here realy do love neutral shades
and black. In my bright yellow t-shirt 1 feel way too vibrant for
this atmosphere, compared to aiways feeing dull in Freetown be-
cause of how brightly the women were aiways dressed It's a nice
change to not be stared at by everyone who passes me by, but
I'm not greeted hy anyone, either. My experience was that peo-
ple in Seerra Leone meet you once and they wil remember you and
greet you as a friend every time after that. The YAP staff
commented that everywhere we went I knew someone, but so much
of that is just the culture of Serra Leone. In a city of two
milion people, everywhere you go you run into friends. I can go
out in my hometown of not even half a milion and never see any-
one I know

As my experience comes to a close it is interesting to reflect back
on the two worlds that I have seen and been a part of whist
here. I was "roughing" it by American standards. Lving without
electricity most nights, waiting for the water tap to be turned on
at night to fil my bath bucket for the next morning, no air conds-
tioning in my room, and having cockroaches, mice, and spiders as
house guests. What would feel ke poverty to me in America is a
very decent Iving situation here. I felt 1 was Iving in an amost
non-existent middle/upper class and setting my feet in both the
mpoverished and wealthy sides of the society. One day 1 would
spend walking through a slum or the craziness of the local market.
I would spend time talking with youth and hearing their plights.
Youth who were chid combatants, who break rocks and sel the
gravel as a Iving, fil bags with sand to sel, or fil jerry cans with

water and push them throughout the city where people purchase
for almost nothing (about 13 cents each). Then the next evening |
would be in the cool air-conditioned office of a government official
or at an open-har cocktal party hosted by a bank! There is no
middle class here. It is the people at the bottom and those at the
top. The disparity is stark. With an increase in education, more of
a middle class is slowly beginning to emerge.

The main theme from all of my focus groups was the importance
of education. That is why so much of SLYAP's work in Freetown is
assisting chidren with school fees and support to schools in the
area. SLYAP serves around 450 chidren, almost equally spiit be-
tween Mie 91 and Freetown. But there is stil so many more in
need of help. The government of Serra Leone is running an anti-
corruption campaign which is encouraging. Even whie 1 was there |
heard several times on the news of government minsters who were
being indicted for corruption. As corruption decreases and the
country gains back control of its resources, a push for more
government assistance with education wil be important. The CRC
demands the rights of free primary education for al chidren, and
that currently is not happening in the country. The work of SLYAP
In the country is extremely important; all of the youth expressed
mmense gratitude towards SLYAP for their assistance so far,
which incluced: provisions of school fees, books, uniforms, advocating
for them when they run into legal trouble, helping them to find
jobs, peer mentorship programs through the youth center at Mie
91, and everything else that is being done. It's amazing to see al
that they do with so [ittle, and to imagine what could be done with
more.




Notes from Guatemala

“Guatemala City: Field Research
Preparations & Site Visit Goals”

So it has been confirmed: I wil travel to Guatemala City on
March 7th. I have been taking the regular precautions for travel
purchasing travelers insurance, registering with the Embassy, get-
ting the proper clothing for the trip, finalizing research logistics
and making sure that 1 have all of coursework with me during my
stay.

I spoke recently on the phone with the program director of
Nuestros Derechos in Guatemala City, the YAP sister agency which
wil faciitate my stay. He very welcomng and informative and it
seemed that we shared the same enthusiasm about the field site
visit. Whie in Guatemala, I wil be Iving with his Famly where 1 wil
be able to learn about Guatemalan culture and tradition, practice
my Spanish speaking skils, and become acquainted with the work
that he does with the street youth population in Guatemala City.

The first week of the stay I wil be attendng an international
delegation YAP has co-organized with Nuestros Derechos, with the
remander of the stay dedcated to the posshiity of having the
focus group discussions with the street youth. The focus groups
are essentially informal discussions which wil be co-moderated by
the Nuestros Derechos drector and myself, where the street
youth whom the organization serve can have a safe forum to
express their views on social issues, the qualities of their daly exis-
tence, ways in which they are empowered, and perceved options
for social change. The focus groups are a tool in collecting qual-
tatve data withn the participatory action research framework,
which allows for youths to advocate for themselves in the creation
of polices and programs which have the opportunty to better
their existences.

The focus group dscussions wil draw samples from the larger
population of street youth in Guatemala City, through access of
the services which Nuestros Derechos has provided including schools
and safe houses. The goal is to obtan first-hand information
from the youth themselves to best represent current needs in
poicy development, and to validate the youths' experiences and
existences by Istening to their stories. 1 am really excited about
the focus group discussions and have been practicing my Spanish
to make sure that | am able to communicate effectively during
my stay. | also expect the youth to help me ‘learn the ingo of
the street" to express common experiences such as hunger and
drug usage. These key terms wil be essential to recognize whie
working with the youth and better help me express my empathy
and support.

Stay tuned for my first in-country update!

For the purveses of confuentalty, al of the names i the blbog
are abbrevated and the names of some locations have changed



“Guatemala City: Day 1”

| left Baltmore for Washington National airport at 5 AM to
catch my 8:30 AM fight to Houston. Upon boarding, the crew
announced a recently found, though somehow otherwise overlooked,
fuel leak in the plane. Twelve hours later, I arrved in Houston, not
S0 happy that I woke up at 4 AM to barely make it to the GuIf.
After receving meal voucher after
meal voucher, compimentary toletry
kit, and a "free night at the Mar-
riott" pass, | was exhausted and
wondering if | was ever going to
make it to Guatemala. Nonetheless,
| awoke the next morning and was
feelng good about the day—
finally 1 would make it to Guate-
malal The fight was short, and we
were gven eggs with Chalula sauce (my favorite) for breakfast.
Flying into the city was pretty spectacular. We flew over hun-
dreds of mies of foothils and ravines, over blue lakes and active
volcanoes. The city itself is huge; Guatemala City is the largest
urban agglomeration in Central America and as I would quickly find
out, one of the most polluted cities in the world (but not before
findng out that I am VERY tall at least by Guatemalan stan-
dards). Whie walking through the Guatemala City airport on my
way to customs, | felt ke I had to duck the entire time, and it
was a strain to bend over so far as to pick up the proper forms
at the customs counter. I am a gant in this country.

My supervisor and I were picked up by C, my host father, and
two of his employees AR and EZ AR and EZ seemed to he experts
n navigating around some of the most ridiculous rush-hour traffic
I have ever experienced, or what is known to Guatemalans as 'la
hora pico" or ‘la hora de bomper a homper" Qur escort cars were
Ittle speedy roadsters that belched out thick black fumes, donned
tinted windows, and had no seathelts, but plenty of Reggaeton. No
need for signals here—all you need to do is lay on the horn and
stick your hand out the window hoping that a pedestrian, moto, or
autobus isn't in your way. | wasn't at all worried, though, because
whie 1 would not last 2 minutes driving in this city, where road ines
are non-existent and potholes 6-feet wide are studded along the
highway, I knew that AR and EZ were pros at this in their own
right and I anticpated a fun and speedy adventure.

After exchanging money, we sped off to a traditional Guatemalan
restaurant where we had lunch. I chose the carnitas, which ended
up being small pork cubes in some type of marinade. I ordered a

horchata and some coffee, which in Guatemala seems to accom-
pany every meal along with heaps of sugar. I don't take sugar
and 1 am sure that the Guatemalans at the table took plenty
for everyone. The meal was filing and relatively cheap and came
with a variety of pre-lunch spreads such as macaroni salad, beets,
salsa, carrots, and radish.

After lunch, we went directly to the hogar, which is the term used
for the homeless youth shefter that Nuestros Derechos provides.
The shelter was a two-story concrete cutout, with each room
painted a different color. Downstairs there are three bedrooms
with bunkbeds and lockers and one common room with couches. The
hogar has an open-air atrium in the middle with sinks. Two fire-
escape style starways lead up to the second floor where there is
a kitchen, a computer room, and a meeting room. You can also get
to the roof from the second floor. At the hogar | met some of
the youth who are being supported by Nuestros Derechos services,
with ages ranging from one to late teens. One of the girls 1 met
was pregnant and another had two chidren who were at other
shelters. 1 also had the opportunity to meet with JO who wil help
me co-faclitate the focus groups and be my guide into stepping
nto the youth cufture at the hogar. He was very kind and infor-
mative and part of the meeting that we had to go over the lo-
gistics of the focus groups, even including what kind of pizza we
should provide for incentive to participate in the group dscussions.

After the hogar, we went back to C's house and I had the oppor-
tunity to meet my new famiy! I have a host madre, two sbings,
and a cousin who I am ving with during my stay. I also have a
host dog, Jingo, who is a boxer. This is especially great for me
hecause | have two boxers at home, so the coincidence was well
receved. He is a Iittle afraid of me at this pont, but his madre
assures me that he is "muy noble" and so I am sure he wil come
around. He lves on the roof of the house and Scopes out the
scene, looking for intruders as any good dog would. Breakfast-for
-dinner was great. We ate black beans puree, fried eggs, fresh
bread, and coffee. As I ki, I would beg for breakfast for din-
ner, so the Fact that it was the norm to have breakfast for
dnner in Guatemala was very exciting. The famly was so welcom-
ing, and | was excited to find out that my host mother s a social
worker in & hospital. I plan on asking lots of questions on what it
s lke to be a social worker in an international community. Before
bed, my host mother gave me a small gift for "International
Women's Day," which I had never heard of before but was very
grateful to become aware of. Do Americans celebrate this? After
very long day, I finally retired to sleep in my new room, knowing
that when I wake, the real action would begin.



“Guatemala City: Day 2”

I woke up at 6 AM to leave the house by 7. Breakfast was “"pan
integral" which is a sweet mult--grain bread, papaya, cantaloupe
and coffee. C and I went to pick up one of his coleagues who
work in the youth detention centers in the city, and two YAP em-
ployees so we could attend a 9 AM "reunion” (meeting) with a
nternational NGO representative.

The meeting was about an hour-and-a-half, with the theme of how
to integrate the NGO's services with Nuestros Derechos and YAP.
A lot of the time was spent on the challenges of working in Gua-
temala and frustrations on approaches that have not yet worked
and need to be changed. I understood most of the meeting,
though many of the detals were lost, as the communication was
fast and serious and my Spanish has a lot of room for improve-
ment. | learned a lot, though, and absorbed information on how
international NGO meetings can occur, and I did speak up once, to
talk about the focus group studies.

After the meeting, we were able to go to the mall for a little bit.
Because of the way the zonas are spread out, we had to linger
around the area and walk to our next destination. Here I was
able to get a chip for my Guatemalan cell phone, some pants to
sleep in (which I forgot in the States), and use a nice bathroom.
Immediately I noticed the ethnic and economic disparities between
the folks at the mall and the rest of the population in the
streets of the city. The people in the mall seemed very well-off,
and most were fair-skinned Guatemalans who were of a completely
different social class then the majority of Guatemalans I had
come Into contact with. We were within walking distance to the
restaurant where our next meeting would be, a white tablecloth,
"fine-dinng" Mediterranean eatery. The food was excellent and
filng. 1 knew that Guatemalans tend to make lunch their higgest
meal of the day, but having 5 courses for lunch seemed outra-
geous! Appetizers, soup, entree, dessert and coffee, all at around
1 PM was definitely a first for me, but the experience was so
enjoyable, I began wondering why Americans don't take 3-hour
lunch breaks. The comfort of the outdoor patio where we ate and
delicious food was in stark contrast to the harshness of the dis-
cussion that accompanid the meal.

I was looking forward to this meeting because we would be chat-
ting with three Guatemalans who work in detention centers with
youth, includng & psychologist and a social worker. Their insight into
how the youth detention centers operate and the dangers to both
staff and youth were very hard-hitting and much appreciated to
hear. One of the workers told a story (which I didn't catch at the
time, but was later told by my supervisor) that flustrates the
dangers of advocating for youth rights within the context of the
detention centers in the city. The story told was of an event last
year when gang members in a youth detention center in Guate-
mala City took 5 staff members (ncludng a teacher) hostage
within the center. Gang members demanded that therr gang lead-
ers be transferred to that detention center from another deten-
tion center or hostages would be kiled. When the gang member's
demands were denied, the teacher being held hostage was decapi-
tated. Next, his heart was cut out and eaten by gang members
for the sake of initial ritual for a new "marero." The story cap-
tures how dangerous it is to be a social worker, psychologist, or
other social services advocate in youth detention center settings in
Cuatemala City. Advocating for youth rights in the United States
is difficult; however, the dangers that these brave workers face
dally cannot compare to sometimes forgotten ease of the Ameri-
can system.

By this point In the day, I was exhausted, and happy to leave the
rest of the day's meetings to the YAP staff accompanying me in
GCuatemala. However, I needed to make it to an Internet source
so | could send word to my famiy and friends that I made it
Guatemala safely. EZ, who I was quickly findng out would be my
escort and day-to-day [contact], was able to take me to a place
where I could get web access; however, after we got back into
his car it wouldn't start. I could tell that EZ was getting very
frustrated, and so I asked poitely if I could try to get the car
to start. Sure enough, I was quite the mechanic and was able to
get the car to work on my first try. In an embarrassed and
joking form of gratitude, EZ replied, "See, women are good for
things!" Since then, EZ has been the go-to guy, aways around to
gve a ride. 1 wonder if he is trying to be of help, or if he follows
me in case he wants me to fix his car.



“La Vida del Basurero: Garbage Dump Life”

Two days ago I went to Zona 3, a city dstrict known for its
"basureros” or garbage dumps. When we think of garbage dumps,
we normally consider the picture to be a semi-regulated area with
restricted access where people bring their trash to get sorted. In
Guatemala City, one of the most polluted cities in the world where
recycing isn't even an afterthought, garbage dumps are brought
to a whole new level.

Mies and mies of barren
wasteland spread out across

the city center where strong
winds whip through the ravine, ©
pelleting dust and debris '
aganst anyone who was
brave enough to venture
through. The sun is hot and
the stench unbearable, but for thousands of Guatemalans, this
environment is home and the source of their Ivelihood.

Around the trash dumps, homeless Guatemalans, most of whom are
under the age of 20 and have several chidren, have constructed a
maze of tih and concrete huts. These basurero communities char-
acterize the poverty of the Guatemalan street youth who risk
their Ives every day to sort through the endless pies of bacteria-
ridden trash to find items to sell to subsist in a city with a nearly
non-existent social welfare system. Last year alone, over 200
youth were accidentally kiled in the basureros, many of whom were
babies who were run over by garbage trucks because they left
unattended whie their mothers gathered trash,

Also last year, a methane-
fueled fire kiled over twenty
people who were unable to
escape the flames which
overpowered the heaps of
waste. A chaotic scene of
birds and dogs, pitted
aganst one another for food, only adds to the desolate atmos-
phere where barefoot teenagers play soccer in the midst of any-
one else's nightmare and men fight one another for first dbs to
access to the yellow trucks which transport the garbage in. In
fact, a hierarchy of senority even exists as to who gets access
to the best garbage first. Many over-eager Guatemalans who
know which trucks bring in the best trash, get run over by rushing
the trucks too quickly; other tmes avalanches of waste cover
bodies, most of which are never found.




“Las Drogas Guatemaltecas de la Calle:

Guatemalan Street Drugs”

Many Guatemalan street youth are addcted to drugs. The drugs
allow an escape from the harsh realties that these youths face
every day: not knowing where to sleep, where their next meal wil
come from and when, harassment by the poice, detainment and
death.

Because the youth are without, designer drugs and expensie and
well-known substances such as heroin, cocane, or marijuana are a
non-option. The youth wil abuse what they can and, sadly, these
drugs are the most habit-forming and lethal drugs out there.

I had a run-in with a wel-known
street drug at the Hogar
(shelter) the other day and I
ddn't even realize that a drug
transaction was occurring at the
time. The youth were exchanging
a plastic bag full of flowers and
| thought that the gesture was
innocent. It turns out that the
exchange was a hag of florifun-
dia, a type of native Guatemalan
flower that the youth bol with water to form a halluchogenic tea.
The drug is extremely powerful and potent and highly abused be-
cause of its avalabiity; the flowers grow all over the countryside
and are free to pick. Many youth drink the tea for the first
time not knowing the horrendous side effects which include periods
of violence, temporary insanity, and auditory, tactie and visual
hallucnations. Physical side-effects include diated pupis, ncreased
pulse and breathing rate, and dry mucous membranes of the nose,
mouth and throat. It is also common for the poson to cause vom-
iting, convuisions, coma and death. Onset occurs withn the first 15-
30 minutes after consumption and symptoms last up to 72 hours.
The lethal dose is about 100 mg and usualy a moderate dose is
considered one Flower, but a high dose would be two to three.

The youth are not only using this campesino type drug, but also
huffing solvents, usually shoe glues. It is estmated that 40 milion
street chidren in Latin America use shoe glues to get high, often
as young as 5 and 6 years old in efforts to suppress feelngs of
hunger, cold, and abandonment. Usage can cause irreversible brain
damage in young street chidren. Many organizations have called
for stricter legislation on the marketing and sales of glues in
Latin America due to the high usage of street chidren. Companies
such as HB. Fuller, a Fortune 500 company who makes 27% of its
profits in Latin America by seling highly addictive glues to areas
where street chidren are the targeted market, are facing Itiga-
tion for the death of street chidren who have died inhaling glues
such as Resistol. The street chidren who use the glues are called
"resistoleros” and the problem is a chief concern for places lke the
Hogar who want to protect the street youth and promote sobri-
ety and safety.

Social services providers who work with street youth need to be
keenly aware of these types of drugs and their side effects. The
drrector of Nuestros Derechos said that whie it is easy to tell if
a youth is high on marijuana or drunk, it is sometimes less difficult
to tell if they are high on glue or florifundia, making the penal
process more difficult. An investigation of the youth who brought
the florifundia into the Hogar is pending.




“The City of Chidren”

I recently visited “La Cuudad de los Ninos" or the City of Chidren.
The fortified institution is situated outside of the city and access
s Imited. 1 receved a “volunteer pass" and was able to tour the
location which serves as a place for homeless youths to receive
care in a multitude of areas.

The institution receives youths whose ages range from a couple
months to 18 years. Currently 280 youth are Iving in this com-
pound-lke environment surrounded by cement walls and barbed
wires, Many of the youth were abandoned, obtaned through an
Intervention in which a parent was trying to sell the chid, or trans-
ferred from other institutions within Guatemala City. The institution
itself was aesthetically pleasing, though it is unsure what type of
accountabiity exists within the institution. Also, the director con-
fessed that there is a definite lack of staff and training, two
qualities of the place that | defintely was able to observe. Whie
the location is not at capacity, there exists the need for more
caregivers, especialy within the infant and special needs popula-
tions; currently the ratio of caregver to infant is 112

I also sat in on a meeting with a man, RO, who is helping Nuestros
Derechos fim a public service announcement to air in the United
States in an effort to raise funds to support the program. The
documentarian was a very charismatic, warm, and inteligent Salva-
doran who has fimed several
major Latn American social
movements and events. The
meeting was a branstorming
session on ways to create a =8
short and sincere message ‘
that can effectively target
Americans who would lke to
gie to the cause. We also discussed where the PSA should air and
what types of resources are avalable to make the PSA possible,
such as fiming equipment, and what type of imagery we wil show
in the PSA. One wel-iked idea was the showing of a street youth
who can testify to the benefits of Nuestros Derechos. The themes
of opportunity and hope would characterize the PSA

“Little Rays of Sunshine”

| visited "La Escuela de los Ray-
itos del Sol" or the School of
Little Rays of Sunshie. The
school is situated on the side of
a mountann, high in the Zona 18
District of the city. It appears
that if the wind blew too strongly, the whole town would side into
the ravine. Zona 18 is what we in the United States refer to as
"Underserved” and "marginalized” and would consider all the chidren
"at-risk"
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The school is primarly supported by Nuestros Derechos. It is one
of two schools that Nuestros Derechos supports that provide edu-
cation to "ninos obreros" Ninos obreros (working chidren) are chi-
dren who are denied access to the Guatemalan publc school sys-
tem because they must contribute to the famiy economicaly.
Since they are working (often seling sweets or small items to
tourists and locals alke), they cannot attend school. Nuestros
Derechos offers an alternative. "La Escuela de los Rayitos del Sof
accommodates the economic reality of these chidren's ves and
provides an alternative schedule of classes so that the chidren
meet their famiial obligation and receve an education.

The Zona 18 community supports
"La Escuela de los Rayitos del
Sol" Local gangs extort money
from local businesses and even
schools, but "La Escuela de los
Rayitos del Sol" is given immunity.
The school, which is supervised and
maintained by the community of Zona 18, serves 48 youths. The
GCuatemalan government does not officially recognize "La Escuela
de los Rayitos," but some headway is being made in working to-
wards that goal which would bring potential new resources to the
school. For now, the walls are made of tin and cement with dirt
floors. The school is without water or electricity. The youth were
not even in session when I visited. A small chid, who we found near
the school, was able to get a key from the schoal's leader who
ves across the street to let us into the desolate three-room
shack. There were no hooks, no pencis, no chalkboards. Only broken
chairs and a couple makeshift notebooks with a few desks circa
1970 were scattered throughout. The school was in definite need of
mprovement. 1 cannot imagine how hard it would be for anyone to
be able to learn there.




“My First Focus Group”

Today I ran the first focus-group. I didn't really know what to
expect, how the group was going to go, or if I was going to be
wel--receved. By now, I have spent time getting to know those in
the Hogar (shelter) and forming bonds with JO, the Hogar direc-
tor, so I had reason to belive it would go pretty smoothly. I was
all set with my questions, tape recorder and Iittle incentives for
participation in the discussion groups when 1 arrived at the shelter.
The group consisted of five men in their early twenties, who had
been Iving on the streets until they found the Hogar. The discus-
sion location was a nearby park where we could be outside, away
from the city noise and pollution, and then play a game of futhol
(soccer) afterwards.

Some of the repeated themes that came up in the discussion in-
cluded: the need for work, the desire to help their famly and re-
gain contact with them, the sentiment of famiy within the Hogar,
the lack of support of the government, the hardships of finding
food, lack of self-esteem and worth of the indviduals, the hard-
ships of drug and alconol abuse, and the desires to better ther
situations. All of the young men were thoughtful and ready to
share. Each group member was honest and genune, and you could
really tell that these were folks who would do anything in their
power to help themselves and help those around them if given the
opportunity.

The questions that I used to prompt the discussion included:

o Who helps you and how?

» What needs to change in your community?

o What is your best characteristic?

o How can the Nuestros Derechos Program help you more?

o Describe to me a goal or dream for your future.

o What are three things that you need today?

o What services within the community do you use?

« Descrbe to me a typical day in the [fe when you were on the
streets and now that you are in the Hogar.

o Who hears you and to whom do you tell your problems?

» What do you need from your government?

o How can you help your famiy?

After the focus group, we played some soccer, and I must say, |
think 1 impressed the group. Having not played in a couple years,
it seems that my skils came back to me once we hit the concrete
and 1 was a huge asset to our little 4 v. 4 competition. The game
was a great bonding experience and the rules of culture and
language need not apply on the pavement. We had a blast. The
final exchange was some hemp jewelry that | made for the
youth which 1 was glad to give to the guys as smal parting
gifts, thanking them for their particpation and trust. I told them
that even if they didn't lke the bracelets (as some of them were
N my opinion quite girly) they could at least gve them to a chica
they knew or to a famly member. However, without hesitation, the
young men fought over who receved which bracelet and quickly
tied them around their wrists and necks. 1 was so happy to see
some of my art worn proudy on these young men. Hemp jewelry
never looked so good!




“Living a ‘Shelter’ Life”

This morning | arrived at the Hogar (Shelter) around 9 AM. Many
of the girls were in a room upstairs learning how to do hair. This
was the morning's group actvity as many of the young girls as-
pire to be beauticians. Breakfast was a communal pot of Ramen
noodles which sat in the corner on the floor. A scraggly rabbit
hops around feet as girls crowd around, MA, the girl getting her
hair done,

Anather girl, CO, who is 8 months pregnant, sits on the floor as
she writes in her journal the recipe for making hair gel that the
instructor of the course had taught them. MA is 20 years old
and has two chidren who are also in the room; one is 2 years and
the other is 3 months. | feed the 3-month old her bottle. She has
a cough and needs medicine. She is undernourished. The girl practic-
ing hairdos is ER. She doesn't trust me and often times greets me
with jokes and hostiity. She asks if she could do my hair. I laughed
and told her not a chance, to which she scowled and tugged at
MA's head as she let out a shriek of pain.

After 1 had enough of watching beauty parlor, I went with AL
and CR, two street outreach workers to find M1, a 14-year-old
girl who had recently fled the Hogar. She is pregnant and addicted
to huffing (sniffing glue) and crack, habits she supports by pros-
titution. AL and CR had a tip that she was staying somewhere
nearby. Our mission: to go around the streets of Guatemala City
looking for M1 to bring her back to the Hogar. AL jokes that |
am not a good social worker if I don't convince this girl to get
back to the Hogar. So, the search begins. We wind the dirty,
dusty streets, evading angry drivers, knocking on doors, entering
tiendas (shops), visiting parks where drug addicts frequent. Along
the way, AL tells me stories of different youth who stay in the
Hogar and their multitudes of problems. She tells me about one
young man who refused to tell his sexual partners that he was
HIV+ before having unprotected sex with them. He mantaned the
attitude that he is going to die and he wants others to die with
him. We never find the girl we are looking for. But we put the
word out that Nuestros Derechos staff is looking for her and
extendng a reminder that the Hogar is a safe place for her to
return to.

The mood of our walk is only lightened when I Suggest we stop
for some juice. I buy a coco and AL and CR enjoy shaved ice with
syrup. We return to the Hogar at lunch time. Lunch is served at
a federal food kitchen which is only a five-minute walk away. The
only problem is that you have to cross multiple lane highways to
get there, Without the aid of crosswalks or an overhead walkway.
| immediately shook my head "no, absolutely not" in a "you're kid-
dng me right?" kind of way. AL laughs and says, "This is fun!" She
grabs my hand, and runs me through 60+ MPH traffic, stopping
and starting across lane after lane. I look back to see one of
the young hoys holding the 3-month old baby under his shirt as he
darts across traffic. We finally make it to the lunch hall. The
cafeteria is clean and you can get a plate of food for 3 Quet-
zales, which is less than 50 American cents. There are only four in
the city, and hours are Imited, and Ines are long. | feed the two-
year-old her food which consists of rice, beans, tortila, and a
banana slopped on a metal tray. I somehow feel responshle for
this [ittle one. I hope they hold her tightly when they run across
the highways.




“Doing So Much With So Little”

Today I ran the second focus group, this time with the young
women of the group. ER and one other girl who stil remains sus-
pect of me chose not to participate. The sample size was four
young women, all teenagers, who lve in the Hogar (Sheiter). Three
of them have chidren, and two are pregnant. AL was the co-
moderator for this group. We sat under a playground at a
nearby park to chat. The same questions that were used during
the men's group were used for the women's.

The most common themes were:
the need for material things in
the Hogar lke towels, baby
- formula, shampoo, and soap.
“ They also voiced the concern

© that there is not enough food
and they would lke to have
classes available in the Hogar.
Al of young women expressed
the concern to get good jobs
one day to provide a better
ife for ther habies and young chidren. They want to learn how to
read and write and want hooks and notebooks for the Hogar. One
girl asked if it was possible for her to learn to type. They want
more education on sexual health and they want more people to
confide in within the shelter. The girl who is 8-months pregnant said
that her best friend recently left the Hogar and she is currently
looking For someone to confide in. When 1 asked the teens what
their best characteristic was, they all repled, "My chidren" or "I
am a good mother." The higgest change they want to see in their
community is for it to be safe.

I can attest to the lack of safety in the city and to the lack
of resources in the shelter. The Hogar has great workers, many
who once Ived on the streets themselves and now do the street
outreach work that saved them. But supplies are scarce. The
Nuestros Derechos vehicle | traveled in for most of my stay had
a non-functioning gas gauge. Some guesses at how much fuel was
in the tank were hetter than others. On the day of the focus
group, estimates were off. On the way back to my host famiy's
home after running this focus group, the car I was in broke down
on the highway because it was out of gas. EZ, the driver, took an
empty jug from the trunk and began waking to a nearby gas
station. Within minutes, he called me and the Nuestros Derechos
staff member in the car with me from a public phone saying that
crack addicts robbed him at gunpoint, taking everything he had. At
this point, 1 wasn't sure if he had purchased the gas, where he or
the robbers were (or where we were, for that matter). Al I knew
s that cars were whizzing by us, we were broken down in this car
and had just pooled our last Quetzales for gas. Locking doors,
keeping an eye out, and glad to not be alone in the car, I could-
n't help wondering if he would return and in what condition. Alas, EZ
finally arrived, gas in hand, shaking from nerves. He quietly filled
up the tank, drove me the remainder of the way home, only saying
that he was glad he got to keep his shoes as crack addcts are
known to leave victims barefoot. What surprised me the most was
that this incident was seen as a pretty routine risk in daly Iife in
the capital and that having shoes was about as bright of an
outcome as could be expected. Brave-hearted workers are
Nuestros Derechos greatest asset, but how much can they do with
so few resources?




Notes from New Jersey

“Who Am 1?”

Hi my name is Bree. I'm a Senior Graduate Student at Monmouth
University in New Jersey. My program is International and Com-
munity Development in Social Work. 1 have been interning with
Youth Advocate Program, Inc. (YAP) since September, 2009,

Through YAP, I have been given a great opportunity to experience
different cultural belefs about youth and varying degrees of
action in response to the at-risk youth population. Through YAP's
sister agencies in Sierra Leone, Guatemala, and Ireland, I have
been given a wonderful opportunity to really take a look at the
problems Facing youth today in various settings in the world. I am
proud to say that over the next few months I wil have a chance
to observe youth in the local vicnity and engage them in a focus
group to hear their thoughts on the problems facing youth today,
as wel as what they would lke to see happen as a resolution to
those problems. I am excited for this journey and can't wait to
delve into this project. I hope you'll jon me on my journey by
engaging in my blog.

Thank you all for your support,

“Common Ground Between New Jersey
and Minnesota”

As a native of suburban Minnesota, I am very unfamiiar with
oty Ife. Newark is somewhat close to what I expected it to be,
mind you I had a lot of people teling me what to expect. I sup-
pose | had a more negatve impression of what Newark would be,
as most people were warning me to be careful and gning me
statistics about the high crime rates and levels of gang violence.
I wil admit that seeing all the graffiti on the walls of anything
and everything along my journey to the YAP office did deter me
a bit from wanting to be there. However, I also beleve that ap-
pearances can be quite deceving, and to realy get a feel for a
new place it is necessary to spend a lot of quality time there.

My adventure started with problematic parkng. It took 40 min-
utes to find a parking space that was nearly a mie away from
the YAP officel It wouldn't have bothered me if I had my trusty
tennis shoes, but this was a rare occasion where 1 chose heels. |
realized later that if 1 were a smart woman, I would have
brought my heels and wore my tennis shoes to walk! Lesson
learned. I must have looked ke a lunatic walking the streets of
Newark. Armed with my trusty pepper spray (I couldn't leave
without it seeing as I was warned by several people to beware of
the mean streets of the city), I walked the streets staring at a
gadget that was indeed speaking to me! I brought my handheld
GPS in order to find the YAP buiding from where I parked and
found myself staring at it intently, and even taking hack to it
as it spoke to me! Yes, I dd have this realization after several
funny looks on the street, which just reminds me never to wak
with a GPS in an unfamiiar city again. I must have looked crazier
than anyone who would look outright dangerous! I mean, who taks
to a handheld device that does not have another actual person on
the other end of it? Another lesson learned.

All of this pales in comparison to everything I learned at the
Newark YAP office. 1 was not disapponted in my expectations for
learning from YAP that day. Everyone at the office was so gen-
erously informative and kind. I was able to meet much of the
staff and they were patient with me as I learned about therr
local programs. Beng that 1 have only worked with our interna-
tional sister agencies sice interning with YAP, this was a com-
pletely new experience for me,



I met with several of the In-Home Behavioral Therapists, adminis-
tratie staff, and a couple of the advocates. Melank, the Re-
gional Director, was kind enough to not only allow me to ask her
questions, but to allow me to it in on their staff meeting. I was
able to gather so much information about how the local program
works, but I also was able to gain perspectives from people who
hold various positions in the agency. | feel that I have a fairly
good understandng of how YAP in Essex County functions and |
feel that my level of understandng is only due to the hospitality
the staff showed me. I am truly grateful for this experience.

The best part of my day
was when I got to meet a
program participant. He was
an amazing young man. He
was So open and honest
~ about his situation and had

~ o problem meeting with me
to tel me all about it He honestly looked lke he was going to cry
when he told me, "I can honestly say that without YAP, I would be
in prison or 1'd be dead right now" It was so direct. Ths comment
took me by surprise. It was not the fact that YAP made a dif-
ference in his Iife, but rather the extent to which it made a dif-
ference. He was so grateful and appreciative of the support YAP
has given him. It really touched my heart.

There was also a male advocate I spoke with who explained to me
why his job was so rewarding. He said that it is the best feelng
when you are able to be a support for a youth who doesn't have
anything -- when you can take a youth out to a movie or to
dnner and teach them how to socialize and have manners. Many
of these youth don't have these Simple opportunities to learn basic
Iife skils. Not only do they get a lesson in something they can
utiize often in Iife, but they also get a special reward. It isn't
often, sometimes never, that these youth have the chance to go
to a movie at a theater or even eat at a restaurant that is not
fast-food. It really touched my heart knowng that they love
thelr jobs so much, that it brings joy just taking a youth out to
dinner or even just roller skating at the local park. I'm sure it
means even more to the youth who receive YAP'S services.

On my hour-long drive home, 1 had plenty of time to think. Newark
sn't that different from Mineapols, the major city in Minne-
sota. Minneapolis has a high (and rising) level of gang association
and violence. It has a much higher crime rate than the surrounding
areas, probably than any other city in Minnesota. It is one of
the more impoverished areas of Minnesota. | feel that the two
correlate quite wel. However, Newark has something Minneapols
does not: YAP. I have seen how YAP helps its youth, what a dif-
ference they make in the community, and how they work together
as a team. No, not really a team: A famly. The staff at the
Essex County YAP office is a famly. You can see it in their ded-
cation and their relationships with one another. They are bonded.
They work well in the community by working well together in the
office. Maybe soon it should be considered that a program lke
this be developed in Minneapols. I know that it would only benefit
the community.

Soon I get to visit the Camden office of YAP. I am looking for-
ward to meetng the staff their and having an opportunity to see
how YAP works in other areas. I am positive that it wil be another
grand experience and I honestly can't wait to see Camden. I am
tryng to go into it with no expectations, but if we're honest with
ourselves we wil realize that no matter what we do, we wil have
expectations. 1 hope you wil all continue on this journey with me
to see what Camden is really lke and how the staff make a dif-
ference. I know this internship has proven to be extremely benefi-
cial to me in so many ways. | can't wait to move to the next
step!



“What Camden Is (and Isn’t)”

Camden is impoverished. Camden houses many, many gang members.
Camden has a high homeless population. Camden is dangerous. Cam-
den is dirty. Camden is..

Not what I thought it would be. These are all things people told
me to expect before coming to Camden. They are all what other
people's impressions of Camden are based on what they've heard
through various media sources and maybe, just maybe on their
own impressions. In situations lke these, it is extremely important
to not pass judgment and to experience the area for oneself. If
you go into a new place with all of the judgments that other
people have, you cannot adequately judge your experience and
your surroundings yourself. I have learned this many times over,
but I wil share with you that it is the best lesson learned.

Yes, Camden has ranked #1 as the most dangerous city to Ive in
more than once. Yes, areas of Camden are impoverished and can
be dangerous. Yes, Camden does have a higher gang population
than many other places. However, I am a firm belever that peo-
ple navigate toward the negative aspects of things automaticaly,
rather than even wanting to gve it a chance. My first impression
of Camden upon driing into the city was spiit by two different
aspects. 1) In part, it seems quaint. There were cute older
churches and a beautiful clock on a lamp-post lke stand; 2) It
seemed lke any other city. It had some old, diapidated buldings,
but it also had newer structures. Not once did I feel a twinge of
fear nor did I ever feel unsafe. OF course, I dian't wak as far
n this city as I did in Newark. It also isn't as busy an area as
where the YAP office was located in Newark.

Once agan, the people of YAP were friendly and helpful. They were
so informative and wiing to help me. I was amazed by their hospi-
tality. I'm beginning to think that unless you have this kind of
openness and amazing talent for making people feel comfortable
and right at home, you are unable to work for YAP. It certanly
wouldn't be a bad thing, but it is quite amazing to me how won-
derful all the staff 1've met have been. I Felt welcome immed-
ately. Everyone was in an upbeat and friendly mood. My day
hadn't started off that well but the second | walked through the
door my mood improved.

The staff were very helpful in teaching me about the program,
but even more helpful in teaching me about Camden. There are So
many stereotypes that we hold. We may not always know that
We have these stereotypes, but when we become aware of them it
can be shocking. For instance, I realized today that I am farly
frightened of a young man (black, white, or purple) wearing a
sideways haseball cap, extremely baggy jeans, and gold chans. |
used this as an example when talking about stereotypes and
judgments with one of the staff members. It shocked me when 1
realized what | was saying. To a point, there is a need to be
cautious, but am 1 overstepping that line with my thoughts and
actions? As a cop's daughter, 1've learned a thing or two about
safety and not putting yourself in any kind of dangerous Situa-
tions. 1 am always alert to my surroundings, recently realizing
that 1 am so keen on my environment that I can tell you how
many people are around me, if they are male or female, and if
they feel dangerous all without even looking directly at them. |
typically carry pepper spray with me, for if my dad found out I
ddn't, 1'd be toast! I aways have my hand on my cell phone, in
case it should be needed. These are things I do every day no
matter who is around. However, when 1 see someone fitting the
above description, my hand is clasped over the pepper spray with
the nozzle opened, my other hand is gripping my cell phone ready
to dial, and I am watching that person very carefully. The whole
tme I'm thinking, "Am 1 going to be jumped by this person want-
ing any amount of money he can get, even though I never have
any? Wil he keep walking past me? Wil I be safe? How much
farther untl I'm in a bulding or my car?"

As | reflect on this now, I realize that these judgments hold true
for everyone in some way or another. You hear about Camden and
nstantly a judgment pops to mind. You hear about Martha's
Vineyard and an entirely different judgment comes to mind. You
hear about a former gang member trying to be a productive
member of society. What pops in your mnd? My point is that we
all have judgments. The most rewarding experience is when you can
recognize those judgments, put them aside, and just lve the ex-
perience in the moment. Don't think about what you thought be-
fore you got here. Don't think about what others tell you. Don't
think about what you've heard through the media. Just ive it. Just
allow yourself to experience it and just mayhe those judgments
wil gve way to something spectacular.



I can't say much about Camden as a city for as Ittle as I saw
of it, but I can say that I dd not feel unsafe. I can say that
my experience wasn't tainted by those who only gave me negative
nformation. I was fortunate enough to sit down with a staff
member who recounted to me her [fe in Camden. She grew up here
and she has overcome what people base their harshest judgments
upon: The stereotypes of the people who live here. She has a son
involved In so many activities, I lost track when she was teling me
about them! She knows the area she Ives in, but she also knows
how to thrive. She told me that where she lves wil not define who
she is or who her son becomes. That is inspirational

The people of Camden, NJ
face many of the same
problems as people of other
cities. Gang violence, teen

= pregnancy, low-level of edu-
S cation, mental ness, unem-
ployment, poverty, homeless-
ness, substance abuse, crime, etc.. The programs here are the
same as those in Essex County, NJ so I won't bore you by gaing
over the same things. I suppose this blog is more about gaining an
understanding of the area in which I wil be working. 1 wanted to
understand the issues these youth face and what their environ-
ment is lke. It made me keenly aware of my judgments as | was
learning these things and 1 feel that it is as important to exam-
ine myself and my judgments as it is to learn about these youth.

| feel prepared to begin these focus groups now. I feel as
though I have enough background on the area and the issues they
face that we can have a real discussion. I want to have a deep
understanding of what Iife is ke for these youth and what they
think about their Ives. I want to hear their perspectives and ideas.
| can't wait to get a chance to speak with them and I just know
I wil learn some important things from them if they are wiling to
teach me.

“How I Found Myself Within a Group”

After my day spent speaking with staff at Camden, I was in-
vited to participate in a Life Skils group that meets in the eve-
ning. This group helps to teach youth basic Iving skils such as filing
out job applcations, the steps required to rent an apartment,
how to do your laundry, etc.. Tonight's topic was a part of a
series on Job Management. This particular group was focused on
discussing what can get you fired from a job. I felt very out of
place in this group. I was one of two Caucasian women, the other
of whom was a mother of some of the participants. There were
four African-American and one Hispanic participant(s). I partly
felt out of place because of race, but that wasn't really some-
thing 1 thought about at the time. Mostly, I felt out of place,
because | realized throughout the group that I don't understand
these youth.

I realized I'm going to really have to work hard in my focus
groups in understandng the youth and controling the group. These
youth speak so differently from me that at tmes I found my-
self wondering what it was they were realy trying to convey. |
wasn't at all sure I understood what they wanted to say much
of the time, untl I heard the group leader and the mother hask-
cally paraphrasing the content the youth brought to the discus-
sion. 1 also noticed that it seems these youth feel they have to
yell over everyone to be heard and are constantly shoutng at
one another. The dynamics of this group are unike anything I've
seen or experienced before. The one aspect of the group that |
found difficult to understand was how hard it was to actually
faciitate a group. These youth goof around a lot and don't really
take the group seriously. I understand that part of it, but it
seemed so difficult to keep them on task and focused. They got
off track easly and went in so many different drections that it
seemed impossible to get through one question from the group
before moving on.

I think I'm just going to have to work extra hard in understand-
ing their cufture. I'm also going to have to make sure that if |
don't understand something, 1 wil have to ask the youth to clar-
ify. To recognize there are going to be roadhlocks is important
and beneficial. I 1 anticipate roadblocks, I can have responses
ready in order to clarify and maybe put the participants and
myself on a simlar level. My lack of understanding of a subject
n ther world may make me seem more real and imperfect to
them. To share those commonalities help level the playing field so
hopefully they can feel they can be more open. It wil be a chal-
lenge, but it's a challenge I'm looking forward to facing!



ABOUT
YAP lnc.

YAP currently operates 125 programs
serving 75 counties across 17 states and
Washington, DC. We provide support to
sister agencies in Guatemala, Sierra Leone,
Betfast, Northern Ireland, Scotland and
Hawai. Funding for our international
programs comes from other non-profits
and private donations, as well as gifts
and weekly payroll deductions.

ABOUT SocCIAL WORK AT
MONMOUTH UNIVERSITY

Monmouth Unersity is a private, full-
spectrum Unversity whose School of Social
Work prepares its graduates for
professional practice with a commitment to
advancing human rights by implementing
social and economic justice. Monmouth is
located in West Long Branch, NJ. To learn
more go to monmouth.edu/socialwork.
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TH Amm PROGRAMS, INC. AND MONMOUTH UNIVERSITY,

—
_V-EIT WWW.YAPINC.ORG AND WWW.MONMOUTH.EDU.

WE CAN ALSO BE REACHED VIA EMAIL AT:
DSINA@YAPINC.ORG OR DMAT TESON@YAPINC.ORG

MONMOUTH
Youth Advocate UNIVERSITY

PROGRAMS, INC. where leaders look forward™
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