
July 2014 

 

Building Healthy Communities through Youth Programming in Central, Southeast and 
Southwest Fresno 

Miriam Hernandez, Robert Chlala, and Veronica Terriquez, Ph.D. 

 

In order to foster the healthy development of adolescents and young adults, The California 

Endowment has invested in youth leadership and youth-led organizing groups as a key 

component of its Building Healthy Communities (BHC) Initiative. As part of a broader 

assessment of the impact of BHC youth programming on participants and their communities, this 

report focuses specifically on youth programming in Central, Southeast and Southwest (CSS) 

Fresno. Located in the largest and most diverse metropolitan region in California’s Central 

Valley, CSS Fresno is one of 14 California communities with a BHC initiative. We rely on 

surveys of core youth participants from three affiliated groups that have sought to mentor youth 

and/or engage them in organizing, restorative justice, promoting healthy living and creating 

healthier school climates in their schools and community: 1) the Youth Leadership Institute, 2) 

Californians for Justice, and 3) the Youth and Law Enforcement Alliance.  

 

In what follows, we present survey results. We begin with a demographic description of youth 

survey participants and lay out both how youth were recruited and why they remained in the 

organization. To provide information on the programming offered by youth groups, we show 

how young people were involved in different types of activities. We then share how youth 

benefited from their involvement. To complement survey findings, we draw on interviews with 

key stakeholders to account for some of the ways that youth are seeking to contribute to their 

community’s health and well-being by sharing recent campaign highlights in CSS Fresno. We 

conclude with a brief note on challenges and how youth programming might grow in the future. 

We hope that this report serves as a resource for those planning youth programming in CSS 

Fresno.  

 

 

Description of Youth Program Members  

A total of 56 youth ranging in age from 14 to 24 

participated in the study. Young women significantly 

outnumber young men, making up about two-thirds (68 

percent) of participating youth (see Figure 1). Latino youth 

comprise 79 percent of participating core members, while 

African Americans comprise 11 percent. The remaining 

survey participants identify as Asian American/Pacific 

Islander, white, or other. Notably, 71 percent of Fresno 

BHC core youth members come from immigrant families 

with at least one foreign-born parent. Seventy-five percent 

come from low-income family backgrounds (measured by free and reduced lunch while in high 

school), and only 11 percent were raised by a parent/guardian with a bachelor’s degree.  
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Participant Recruitment and Retention  

Survey results suggest that in CSS Fresno, as in most other BHC communities, peers play an 

important role in recruiting youth to their organizations. As noted in Figure 2, the majority (59 

percent) of youth respondents first heard about their group from a friend or peer. Over one-third 

of youth learned about their group from teachers/counselors. Others also heard about their group 

from presentations during and after school.  

 

Figure 2. How youth learned about their BHC-affiliated youth group 

 
 

Members were asked to choose one or more reasons why they joined their BHC-affiliated youth 

group. As Figure 3 suggests, over half (52 percent) of these participants were drawn to their 

respective group out of concern for creating positive change in their communities. Half liked 

what their group focused on. Results also suggest groups appealed to youth’s broader interests or 

goals; other common reasons for joining included having fun (50 percent), enhancing their 

resumé (38 percent), and wanting to develop new skills (30 percent). These findings suggest that 

organizations attract young people who are predisposed to helping their communities. At the 

same time, organizations attract members by creating a fun community environment and offering 

opportunities for youth to develop their skills and talents. 

 

Figure 3. Reason for joining youth group 
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Our survey also considered the length of involvement in the group (see Figure 4). A large share 

(43 percent) of Fresno BHC core youth members had been part of their BHC-group for a year or 

longer. Meanwhile, 37 percent were active for an extended period between six months and one 

year. Members who have been part of their organizations longer may play a role in developing 

the leadership capacity of newer members.  

 

Figure 4. Length of time with BHC youth group 

 
We asked youth to indicate the main reasons they stayed involved in their group. As Figure 5 

shows, the majority (55 percent) of youth responded that they continued to stay active because 

they liked the focus of their group; the same percentage felt they were developing new skills. 

Fifty-two percent also stayed involved because they wanted to make a difference. Youth likely 

felt that they were developing the capacity to contribute to the well-being of their communities. 

At the same time, youth also stayed involved for social reasons: 45 percent remained in their 

group because of ties to peers and 39 percent thought their group was fun.  

 

 Figure 5. Reasons for staying involved 
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Members’ Involvement  

We asked respondents if, through their organization, they had participated in any of a list of 

activities (see Figure 6). The list was based on activities commonly reported among BHC groups 

across the state. Results suggest that the groups provide academic support, leadership and 

grassroots organizing opportunities for youth, as reflected in the top five responses. A large 

share–43 percent–reported participating in activities that helped them prepare for, or succeed in 

college. Youth also exercised some level of leadership within their organizations: 39 percent 

made a public presentation, 38 percent planned a meeting or event, and 29 percent worked with 

adults to make important decisions.  

 

Figure 6. How youth participated in their BHC group 

 
 

 

How Members Benefit From Their Involvement  

Young people’s involvement in BHC-affiliated programs supported their healthy development. 

We asked members of the group to rate how their organizational involvement impacted different 

aspects of their personal development—did it have no impact, very little impact, some impact, or 

a lot of impact? Figure 7 shows the percent who reported that their organizational involvement 

had “a lot” of impact on each of the areas of personal development included in the survey. Fifty-

seven percent learned “a lot” about health issues in their community, an important aspect of BHC 

goals. At the same time, over half of students reported that they improved their communication 

skills, learned to stand up for their beliefs, or strengthened trusting relationships with their 

mentors. Almost as many also gained a better understanding of how government decisions 

impact their community. These findings suggest that Fresno’s programs may have broad, 

positive impacts on the leadership, civic, and interpersonal capacities of its members.  
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Figure 7. The degree to which group impacts its members: 

 Percent responding "a lot" 

Learned about health issues that impact the community 57% 

Improved ability to communicate with others 55% 

Learned to stand up for beliefs 54% 

Built or strengthened trusting relationships with mentors 52% 

Developed better understanding of how gov't decisions impact community 48% 

Improved ability to speak in public 36% 

Improved ability to plan events and activities 34% 

Learned more about own culture or ethnic/racial group 29% 

Improved school grades 23% 

Taken better care of personal health 21% 

Learned about college or career options 20% 

  

 

Recent Youth-Led Campaign Victories and Future Directions for Youth Programming  

While youth BHC program participants in Southeast and Southwest Fresno have personally 

benefited from their ties to their respective BHC groups, they are also learning how to promote 

the health of their community through campaign and advocacy efforts. The following campaign 

snapshots were informed by interviews with key stakeholders. 

 

Importantly, through the Students United to Create a Climate of Engagement, Support and Safety 

(SUCCESS) campaign, youth in Fresno have transformed school disciplinary policies towards 

restorative justice methods and away from the over-use of punitive approaches such as 

suspension and expulsion. Youth and their adult allies sought to shift policies to ensure young 

people stay engaged with school, a key factor in health outcomes, while dealing with the root 

causes of violence through dialogue and reconciliation. With the support of adult allies, youth 

held a key role in shaping the focus, strategies and activities for the campaign. Working to build 

relationships directly with school administrators, youth also organized rallies and events, utilized 

media, and developed a variety of projects that built their leadership and communication skills. 

In mid-2013, as a result of pressure by BHC affiliated youth groups to change district policy, 

Fresno Unified School District School Board voted to adopt a framework of restorative justice 

and secured over $500,000 for pilot funding. Young people involved in the SUCCESS campaign 

have continued to exercise leadership and critical thinking skills by serving on the 

implementation board for this restorative justice program and pressing for over $300,000 in 

additional funds to expand the program in the upcoming school year. 

 

BHC youth organizations have also launched a new campaign to address city-wide issues related 

to health and improved youth outcomes. Outside of the school setting, Fresno youth have 
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highlighted that they lack sufficient access to parks and public space, while some experience 

unjust police harassment. Through partnerships facilitated by BHC’s Youth Power coalition, 

young people are advocating that the city council take seriously youth needs and make the city 

more amenable to youth development and well-being. Youth and their allies have organized a 

multi-faceted campaign focused on improving relationships with police, increasing services and 

programming for youth, and including youth voice in the City’s budget process. Young people 

have spoken up at city council meetings and, following this, have been approached by Fresno’s 

police chief and a city council member to further discuss campaign issues. 

 

 

Looking Forward 

With additional staff training and other resources, some Fresno BHC affiliated groups hope to 

build stronger youth-adult partnerships and expand youth engagement in campaign efforts. As 

the Youth Power coalition efforts evolve, BHC-affiliated groups may further facilitate youths’ 

contributions to community well-being. CSS Fresno’s BHC’s youth-serving organizations are 

already having a significant impact on the leadership capacity and healthy development of 

participants. Moreover, this impact is likely to reverberate into the future as these young leaders 

and participants develop a lasting commitment to the health and well-being of their communities 

and beyond.  

 

  

USC Program for Environmental and Regional Equity (PERE) 

conducts research and facilitates discussions on the issues of 

environmental justice, regional inclusion, and social movement 

building. PERE conducts high-quality research that is relevant to 

public policy concerns and that reaches directly-affected 

communities that most need to be a part of the discussion. Miriam 

Hernandez is a community college student involved in the Youth 

Leadership Institute in Fresno. Robert Chlala is a Ph.D. Student in 

Sociology at the University of Southern California. Veronica 

Terriquez is a Professor of Sociology at the University of Southern California and is leading the 

BHC Youth Program Evaluation.  

 

For a statewide summary and reports from other BHC sites, please see: 

http://dornsife.usc.edu/pere/bhc-youth-leadership/ 

 

http://dornsife.usc.edu/pere/bhc-youth-leadership/

