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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 on 

youth programming in South Los Angeles. South Los Angeles is one of 14 communities with a 

BHC initiative throughout the state. We rely on survey data collected from core youth participants 

from seven BHC affiliated groups that have sought to mentor youth and/or engage them in 

community organizing, restorative justice, and other activities that promote their healthy 

development: 1) CDTech, 2) Community Coalition, 3) Brotherhood Crusade, 4) Los Angeles 

Metropolitan Churches, 5) Peace Over Violence, 6) Youth Justice Coalition, and 7) The Labor 

Community Strategy Center.  

This report offers a demographic description of the youth participants and lays out how youth were 

recruited and why they remained in the group. It also describes the activities that members took 

part in, and how these activities have benefited youth participants. We conclude with a summary 

of the 2013-2014 programming highlights in South Los Angeles and a brief note on how youth 

programming might grow in the future. We hope that this report serves as a useful resource for 

those planning future BHC-related youth programming in South Los Angeles.  

 

Description of Youth Program Members 

A total of 192 youth ranging in age from 14 to 

26 participated in the study, representing 97 

percent of the core leaders of these seven 

groups. Young women outnumber young men 

in BHC-affiliated groups (see Figure 1). 

Program participants are racially/ethnically 

diverse: approximately 55 percent are Latino, 

39 percent are African American, and the 

remaining respondents identified as white, 

Asian American/Pacific Islander, Native 

American, or other. Participants in these 

programs come from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Most participants—85 percent—

were raised by parent(s) or guardian(s) who did 

not obtain a bachelor’s degree. 
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Participant Recruitment and Retention 

Survey results suggest that in South Los Angeles, as in most other BHC communities, peers play 

an important role in recruiting youth to their groups. Specifically, when asked to share one or more 

ways in which they first heard about their group, the majority (53 percent) reported learning about 

it from friends or peers (see Figure 2). Youth also commonly learned about their groups through 

after-school or lunch outreach, classroom presentations, teachers and counselors, and family 

members. 

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

 

 

Members were asked to choose one or more reasons why they joined their group. As Figure 3 

suggests, most of these youth were drawn to their group with some concern for advancing the 

interests of their communities. Forty-seven percent wanted to make a difference and 42 percent 

liked what their group focused on. Other common reasons for joining included wanting to develop 

new skills (38 percent), having fun (36 percent), and receiving an invitation from a friend (30 

percent). These findings suggest that organizations attract young people who are predisposed to 

helping their communities and seek to develop their skills and talents. At the same time, 

organizations attract members by creating a fun community environment. 
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Figure 3. Reason for joining youth group 

 

Over a third of youth—36 percent—reported being involved in their BHC group for a year or 

longer. The remaining had joined within the last year or did not specify how long they had been 

with their respective group. Members who have been part of their organizations longer may play 

a role in developing the leadership capacity of newer members. Youths’ reasons for staying in their 

group somewhat mirrored their reasons for joining. We asked youth to report the main reasons 

they remained involved in their respective organizations. Figure 4 shows that 66 percent of all 

survey participants remained in their group because they were developing new skills. More than 

half of members—54 percent—also said that they remained involved because they wanted to make 

a difference and 46 percent of members liked what the group focused on. 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, as 32 percent thought their group was 

fun, and 22 percent remained involved because of ties to peers. 

 

Figure 4. Reason for staying involved 
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Members’ Involvement  

We asked respondents if, through their BHC-affiliated group, 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 their members with a range of opportunities for 

personal growth and leadership development for their youth, as reflected in the top five 

responses. Notably, over half (56 percent) engaged in activities that help them prepare for or 

succeed in college, 34 percent gave public presentations, and 33 percent made important 

decisions. Around one in four also planned a meeting, participated in collecting signatures or 

canvassing, and engaged in physical exercise.  

Figure 5. 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 6 shows the percentage of those who reported that the group involvement 

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

suggest that participants overwhelmingly learned “a lot” that enabled them to stand up for their 

beliefs—70 percent indicated that this was the case. A majority also improved their ability to 

communicate with others, learned about health issues that impact their community, improved their 

ability to speak in public, and acquired a better understanding of how government decisions impact 

their community. A large share also learned about college/career options, learned to take better 

care of their own personal health, learned more about their ethnic/racial group, improved their 

ability to plan events and activities, and improved their grades in school. These findings suggest 

that South LA’s programs may have broad, positive impacts on the leadership capacity of their 

members. 
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Figure 6. The degree to which group impacts its members: Percent responding "a lot" 

 

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

While South LA’s youth have personally benefited from their ties to their respective BHC 

organizations, their engagement has also enabled them to address education and health-related 

issues in their community. Importantly, youth in South Los Angeles played an active role in 

pushing for LAUSD’s adoption of the School Climate Bill of Rights, which rolls back punitive 

discipline policies and creates alternatives to suspension. In keeping up the momentum, South LA 

youth and allies from across the city have also sought to address the education achievement gap of 

high-needs students, including low-income students, English learners, and foster youth in LAUSD. 

Specifically, South L.A. youth have sought support for the “Equity is Justice” Resolution. The 

“Equity is Justice” Resolution calls for the adoption of the Student Need Index - developed by 

organizations in South Los Angeles and Boyle Heights - as the central guide for the distribution 

of Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) funds. The Student Need Index assures that the schools 

with the highest need receive priority for LCFF funds. Youth facilitated educational workshops, 

as well as break-out sessions at a town hall meeting on LCFF legislation. They also collected 

signatures from community members in support of this Resolution. On June 10, 2014, over 100 

youth and parents attended a rally during the LAUSD Board meeting considering the Resolution. 

Notably, the LAUSD approved the “Equity is Justice” Resolution, directing the Superintendent to 

use the Student Need Index in the allocation of funds to schools in the district.  

 

South Los Angeles youth leaders and their allies hope to build on recent victories by further 

developing existing programming and developing new initiatives that aim to help all youth in 

South LA, including those who have disappeared from school programming (i.e. drop-outs). As 

youth organizations continue their work, they hope to expand the number of youth-friendly spaces 

in the community and secure ongoing support from diverse stakeholders. In building on their 
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history of success, South Los Angeles BHC-affiliated youth groups can continue to train leaders 

who exhibit a lasting commitment to promoting social justice in South Los Angeles 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 those directly affected 

communities that most need to be engaged in the discussion. 

Gabriela Dominguez is an undergraduate student at the University 

of Southern California's Department of Anthropology. Veronica 

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

BHC Youth Program Evaluation. We thank Alfred Craig, member of the Community Coalition 

for his assistance with this report.  

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

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