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Youth Leadership in Oakland: Results from the Youth Program Evaluation 
Tiffany Allen, Layidua Salazar, 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 Oakland. Located in the San Francisco Bay 

Area, Oakland is one of 14 California communities with a BHC initiative. We rely on surveys of 

core youth participants from 12 BHC-affiliated organizations 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) AYPAL, 2) Black Organizing 

Project, 3) Girls Incorporated of Alameda County, 4) HOPE Collaborative, 5) Oakland Kids 

First, 6) PUEBLO, 7) Peace Development Fund, 8) The Unity Council Latino Men and Boys 

Program, 9) Urban Peace Movement, 10) Youth ALIVE!, 11) Youth Together, and 12) Youth 

UpRising. 

 

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 from Oakland. 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 Oakland.  

 

Description of Youth Program Members 

A total of 204 youth ranging in age from 13 to 27 

participated in the study, representing 75 percent of 

members in these 12 organizations. Young men 

outnumbered young women; comprising 56 percent 

of respondents (see Figure 1). Program participants 

are racially/ethnically diverse: 45 percent identify 

as Latino, while 27 percent are African American, 

23 percent are Asian American/Pacific Islander, 

and 15 percent are white, Native American or 

other. Seventy-three percent of the participants in 

these programs come from low-income family 

backgrounds (measured by free and reduced lunch while in high school), and only 10 percent of 

the survey respondents have parents with a bachelor’s degree.  
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Participant Recruitment and Retention   

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

important role in recruiting youth to their organizations. Specifically, when asked to share one or 

more ways in which they first heard about their group, half of respondents (50 percent) said they 

had learned about it from friends or peers (see Figure 2). A quarter (25 percent) of students also 

learned of the organization from classroom presentations. Nineteen percent of survey 

respondents learned about their organizations through teachers/counselors, afterschool lunch 

outreach or a family member, respectively.   

 

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

 
 
Members were asked to choose one or more reasons why they joined their organization. As 

Figure 3 shows, 50 percent of respondents were drawn to their group because it seemed like fun. 

Meanwhile, a significant proportion, 39 percent, wanted to make a difference, and another 36 

percent also joined because they liked the focus of the group. Thirty-six percent also joined 

because they wanted to develop new skills, and 31 percent joined because they were looking for 

an opportunity to earn income. These findings suggest that organizations attract young people 

who are predisposed to helping their communities and seek to develop their skills and talents, 

while supporting themselves and their families. At the same time, organizations attract members 

by creating a fun community environment. 

 

Figure 3. Reason for joining youth group
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Our survey also accounted for the length of members’ involvement in their respective groups 

(see Figure 4). A large share (43 percent) of the members of Oakland’s BHC youth programs 

who took part in the survey had participated in BHC groups for a year or longer. Meanwhile, 32 

percent reported being fairly new members who had joined their respective organizations within 

six months of taking the survey (see Figure 4). Members who have been part of their 

organizations longer may play a role in developing the leadership capacity of newer members. 

 

 
 

As Figure 5 shows, the reasons youth stayed involved overlapped with their reasons for joining. 

The most frequently cited reason that youth gave for staying in their group was that they felt that 

they were developing new skills (61 percent). Forty-four percent also stayed involved because 

they were having fun. Another 41 percent also indicated that they liked the focus of the group 

and 39 percent wanted to continue making a difference. Through their involvement, youth likely 

developed their sense of agency to positively contribute to the well-being of their communities. 

  
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. The list was based on activities commonly reported among BHC groups across the 

state. Results suggest that the groups provide diverse leadership, grassroots organizing, healthy 

development and academic support opportunities for their members, as reflected in the top five 

responses. Most (46 percent) reported they engaged in activities that prepared them for college, 

38 percent engaged in physical exercise at least once a week, and 37 percent made public 

presentations. Another 37 percent made important decisions and 34 percent planned a meeting or 

event, suggesting their involvement in direct leadership of the BHC-affiliated groups (see Figure 

6).  

 

Figure 6. How Youth 

Participated in Their BHC Group 
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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. 

Results suggest that 62 percent learned “a lot” about how to stand up for their beliefs. The 

majority also significantly improved their ability to communicate with others, learned about 

health issues impacting their community, built or strengthened their relationship with mentors, 

and developed a better understanding of their community. Meanwhile, a significant proportion 

also learned about their own culture or racial/ethnic group (47 percent), improved their ability to 

speak in public, and improved their ability to plan events and activities. These findings suggest 

Oakland’s BHC-affiliated youth groups may have broad, positive impacts on the leadership 

capacity of their members, while building participants’ connections to their communities.  
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Figure 7. The degree to which organization impacts its members: Percent responding "a lot" 

 

 
Oakland Campaign Efforts and Coordination Among Youth Organizations 

While the youth of Oakland 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. 

 

A word on these campaigns: BHC-affiliated youth organizations in Oakland have developed a 

range of partnerships in order to support the healthy development of youth and engage their 

members in a range of campaigns. These coalitions include BHC-affiliated youth groups as well 

as a broader network of family members, educators, and other community stakeholders. The 

following are snapshots of their campaigns: 

 

 Improving police-youth interactions: BHC-affiliated groups worked on a variety of 

initiatives to improve young people’s relationships with police and create safer 

communities. This is particularly important in Oakland, given recent incidences like the 

2012 shooting of unarmed teen Alan Blueford by Oakland police, and a longer history of 

criminalization of youth in the Oakland area. A coalition of youth groups held Know-

Your-Rights workshops to help young people understand their rights when encountering 

police, and to offer legal strategies to manage any abuse of power. These workshops were 

also meant to help with the implementation of the Informational Business Card Policy, 

which BHC-affiliated organizations advocated to pass in 2012. This requires all police 

officers to provide any young people they stop with a business card that has the officers’ 

name and information on filing a complaint. This pro-active rights education is meant to 
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empower young people to have healthier interactions with police and create a more 

community-oriented law enforcement system. 

 

 Protecting public space for youth: BHC-related groups also helped in efforts to halt the 

implementation of a youth curfew, in order to protect safe and healthy public space for 

youth and halt further criminalization of young people. A proposed Oakland City Council 

ordinance would have set curfew outlawing youth from being in the street, in a private 

business or in their cars after 10:00 p.m., with penalties including arrest and possible 

incarceration. This legislation advanced in the Council, but a coalition of groups 

organized youth to attend council hearings and inform the public on the negative 

repercussions of such a program. Within a few months, youth were able to successfully 

counter the move, while re-asserting the need for safe, healthy public spaces for youth.  

 

 Providing input into School District Funding Decisions: BHC-affiliated youth 

advocated for more student involvement in the Oakland Unified School District Local 

Control Funding Formula (LCFF) implementation and the development of the Local 

Control Accountability Plan (LCAP). At the school-level, youth have organized to 

encourage more diverse representation on school site councils that can provide input into 

the LCAP. Young people have also participated in training sessions about the LCFF and 

the LCAP, and provided feedback on plans through community town hall meetings, All-

City Council, and the district’s LCAP advisory committee. Youth influenced the LCAP 

budget allocations by winning resources for paid internships and cultural competency 

trainings for teachers.  Notably, youth successfully advocated for and won a permanent 

district-level student advisory committee that will provide input into the LCAP.  

 

 Promoting systems change work to improve school climate.  Students at some high 

schools have been sought to implement a school code of respect to improve the climate 

and culture of their campuses among students, teachers, administrators and staff. This 

effort has entailed developing a shared “code of respect” that is inclusive of the interests 

and concerns of diverse school stakeholders, obtaining buy-in from school administrators, 

training teachers and staff, and conducting restorative justice circles in classes. Students 

are also monitoring the implementation of this code, including helping develop intensive 

solutions for classrooms experiencing high rates of suspension and expulsion, as well as 

contributing to developing metrics for evaluating the success of the systems change work. 

 

 Creating job and housing opportunities: Several BHC-affiliated organizations also 

participated in a larger coalition to secure community benefits from the redevelopment of 

a major Oakland army base, which has been shut down for over 15 years. Organizations 

provided a youth voice in the campaign to ensure that this new large housing and 

business project, owned in part by the city of Oakland, will include provisions for local 
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hiring and would not ban young people with a criminal record from obtaining jobs in the 

development. BHC youth group members have also been involved in related campaigns 

to raise the city-wide minimum wage, which many organizations believe will lower 

violence in the community and create a healthier, more equitable Oakland for young 

people. 

 

 Promoting school wellness: A collaborative of youth organizations worked to advise the 

Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) on updating its school wellness policy. The 

OUSD wellness policy covers food served and sold at school, but also includes guidelines 

related to access to healthcare and education on health issues. The coalition has been 

gathering information from youth to present to OUSD, to ensure young people have 

direct input on health policies at school. Youth have also helped select and test 

ingredients to be served at the schools to create a diverse, healthy and palatable menu for 

youth. Youth organizations have utilized this work as a springboard to educate students 

on various aspects of wellness and to help youth understand the various factors affecting 

access to nutrition across the food chain. 

Looking Forward 

Although youth organizing efforts in Oakland have actively developed the leadership capacity of 

youth and built coalitions to respond to shared concerns, they have also encountered obstacles in 

sustaining youth involvement in BHC-related campaigns. Many young people in Oakland have 

been exposed to significant violence, and some of the youth development work requires 

confronting and transforming these traumatic experiences. Organizations must therefore balance 

helping youth heal from these experiences while also engaging young people in often labor-

intensive, emotional-charged campaigns. There is also a wide diversity of organizations involved 

in BHC-related work in Oakland. Some of the groups have been engaged in youth work for 

decades, and organizations are implementing a range of strategies from direct services to 

organizing. As such, coordination among these organizations can be difficult, especially given 

the wide spectrum of approaches. At the same, this challenge also speaks to the opportunities 

afforded by the BHC collaborations: to create dialogue among these different groups, helping 

groups share knowledge on different models of youth work, and ensuring groups can support 

individual and community change in Oakland through a range of visions and strategies.   
 

As they confront these challenges, and continue to create new opportunities for collaboration and 

community change, Oakland’s BHC 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 far future as these young leaders and participants develop 

a lasting commitment to contribute to their community’s health and well-being.  
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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. Tiffany 

Allen is a student at Cal State East Bay. Layidua Salazar is a 

consultant with prior experience working with Oakland youth organizations. 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/re-publications/ 

 

 

http://dornsife.usc.edu/pere/re-publications/

