WHY PEACE4KIDS?

Imagine a boat stranded at sea, slowly sinking, with 20,000 children on board. 
They are alone, they are afraid, they have no life jackets, and no family searching for them. 

Now imagine the global aid pouring in to save the lives of those children. 
Even more important: imagine what you would do to save them.

While the boat is a metaphor, the 20,000 children on it are not. 
They are Los Angeles County foster youth, one of the largest concentrations of foster youth in the country….and they are lost at sea.   The reality is that foster youth are taken from their homes and leave everything and everyone they know behind.
Foster youth are left ill equipped and under skilled to enter the world as productive, self-sufficient, law-abiding citizens, particularly due to a significant lack of support and services for teens making the difficult transition from foster care into adulthood. Various programs and systems have been developed over the years to fill this gap and mitigate poor outcomes, but the success of these programs is severely limited, and the youth they serve are mistrustful of the system that provides the programs, because it is the same system that has already failed them, time and again. 

In its current form, the LA County foster care system is a recipe for disaster among young people. These youth, with little or no stability in their lives, face foreboding statistics after aging out of the foster care system:

· Foster youth have disproportionately high rates of physical, developmental and mental health problems.

· Young women are six times more likely to become pregnant during their teenage years than their non foster-care peers.

· Approximately 25% of emancipated foster youth will be homeless once emancipating out of the system. 
· 25% of foster youth become incarcerated within the first two years of emancipating from the foster care system and 58% will ultimately end up in adult prison for violent crimes.
And the preceding list is just a small sample of what these youth face.

Children and teenagers need stability, consistency, and the means and opportunity to grow beyond their current circumstances.  Most of all, they need the right environment and strong role models to provide the community where they can thrive.

Enter Peace4Kids.

Mission Statement

Peace4Kids improves the quality of life for foster and at-risk youth in South Los Angeles by creating a community as family atmosphere. We provide creative programs, life-skills education, and one-on-one mentorship – that works to create a consistent, stable groundwork for youth to grow beyond their current circumstances. STILL NEED TO REVISIT
The History of Peace4Kids

The Early Years

In January 1998, Zaid Gayle and Marni Otway sat in a meeting with leaders of the Center for the Advancement of Nonviolence. Their dream: to create a peaceful, safe haven in Watts, one of the most violent urban environments in Los Angeles.  Zaid and Marni created a 64-day timeline for creating that haven: a garden that would serve as a place of beauty and inspiration in an otherwise blighted area.

Two months later, the Peace Garden Project kicked off with a group of ten elementary school students. 

Every Saturday for three months, the kids faithfully picked overgrown weeds, preparing the soil for planting. Over those three months, the number of kids and volunteers working on the project tripled.

Marni and Zaid soon realized that the program was perfect for youth in foster care.  The garden was providing kinship, stability and permanency, and was attracting a substantial number of LA County’s at-risk and foster youth. The Peace Garden had not only become the safe haven Marni and Zaid had dreamed of, but a place that created a community as family atmosphere for youth who had no one they could count on. Peace4Kids connects youth with familiar adult faces, seen week in and week out, cultivating a level of trust and support that many of these youth had never experienced. Like the garden itself, the children and the volunteers blossomed.

There was no choice but to create a permanent program for foster children. Peace4Kids was formed in 2000. The project grew quickly beyond the confines of the garden, flowering with new programs including classes, camping trips and outings.

Taking Peace4Kids to the Next Level

After six years of serving hundreds of foster and at-risk youth, the founders of Peace4Kids knew they had something special. What had been an all-volunteer effort was about to be taken to the next level.

In September 2004, Zaid, Marni and a now fully-manned Board of Directors mapped out an ambitious plan: hire full-time staff, expand programs and services, and create a model for how a community based program can result in better outcomes for foster and at-risk youth.

In 2004, Peace4Kids established its Teen Program, with a focus on independent living skills, economic literacy, dream discovery and goal setting. In 2005, Peace4Kids launched its Mentor Program linking foster and at-risk youth with caring adults. In 2006, Peace4Kids piloted its Emancipation Services Program, which provides intensive supports and services to youth transitioning from foster care to adulthood.

Before long, a wide range of corporations, organizations, foundations and individuals took notice of Peace4Kids’ impact on the lives of foster youth, hearing about the organization from the youth it served and the volunteers participating, to witnessing the program first hand as volunteers themselves. 

Who believed it was possible?  The Ralph M. Parsons Foundation.  The California Endowment.  The Weingart Foundation, The Ahmanson Foundation, Time Warner Inc. and the Karisma Foundation. Director Roland Emmerich, Senator John Burton and The Black Eyed Peas. People from all walks of life saw the value in the Peace4Kids program and philosophy. 

Today, Peace4Kids has a full-time staff of eight, an ever-growing volunteer base of over 60 dedicated adults, and hundreds of supporters.  With a mandate to serve more children and teens with more services, Peace4Kids continues to raise the bar of possibilities for foster and at-risk youth.

About the Program

The main point-of-entry to Peace4Kids is the Saturday Program, which includes the Early Education (ages 5-7), Creative Education (ages 8-13) and Teen Programs (ages 14-18) all under one roof.   All of the programs provide creative and educational courses, field trips, life skills and mentorship opportunities for over 200 youth, ages 5-18. Starting at the early age of five, trust is established which enables the staff and volunteers to have a substantial impact on the youth over time, and provides children an opportunity to begin making strong, smart, healthy choices at an early age, leading to positive outcomes as they grow into adulthood.

Held each Saturday, this program connects foster youth with their peers, with siblings from whom they may have been separated, and with dedicated volunteers in a welcoming environment. Trained staff and volunteers provide a point of consistency by providing a safe, nurturing environment where youth are given the guidance to learn cooperation, conflict resolution, and build self-esteem. This is accomplished through classes, including cooking, science, creative writing, film, poetry, dance, digital graphics, and other visual and expressive arts. 

The Teen Program

The Peace4Kids Teen Program provides youth ages 14-18 a focus on independent living skills, emotional and behavioral intelligence, economic literacy, dream discovery and goal setting. This program offers life skills classes on a weekly basis, covering career and employment development, money management, housing education and information, and health education.  

Self-expression utilizing the creative arts is a large part of each of our programs. Peace4Kids is proud to be the artistic home for the Peapod Music and Arts Academy, supported through the creative passion and financial generosity of the Black Eyed Peas.  Teens accepted into the Academy receive tuition-free, hands-on training in the creative discipline of their choice, mentored by established professionals in their chosen field. Teens not only gain valuable artistic experiences, but also learn about the business side of their field of interest, whether it be music, dance, theatre, poetry, film, visual arts or digital media.

The Emancipation Services Program 
Transitioning youth, ages 12-24, have a natural tendency to mistrust the system that provides the programs and services they need to assist them as they age out of the foster care system; Peace4Kids provides a bridge across that gap with its Emancipation Services Program.
Trained Resource Specialists are part of the full-time staff at Peace4Kids. They assist emancipating foster youth by working with them to develop a Life Plan focusing on achieving their goals towards emancipation and beyond. This includes connecting them with physical and mental health service providers, as well as offering educational counseling with an emphasis on post secondary education, vocational counseling, transitional housing consultation, and general guidance regarding self-sufficiency, such as managing finances, family finding support and developing trusting relationships.  This essential program provides these young adults with invaluable skills, providing in-depth, intensive support and access to the most basic, vital community services needed during this difficult transition. The practical realities of finding a home or a job can be a daunting task, wrought with crisis and confusion. For this reason, this program serves youth up to seven days a week and a Resource Specialist is on-call 24 hours a day. 
The Mentor Program

The Peace4Kids Mentor Program links foster and at-risk youth with caring adults who have made long-term commitments to mentorship. The Mentor Program has long been the single most-requested element from youth. Mentoring involves a minimum one-year commitment from adults who seek to make an impact in the lives of youth. These mentors are background-checked and undergo an extensive training process to ensure compatibility with those they mentor.  The Mentor Program has been hailed as a model program for successfully matching youth in foster care with mentors.
The Community As Family Philosophy

Peace4Kids staff and volunteers develop close relationships with program youth, earning the kids’ respect, attention and trust, and enabling the staff and volunteers to strongly impact the youths’ lives in a positive manner over an extended period of time.  Foster youth may move homes several times in one year, a lack of permanency that greatly contributes to the inability to form strong, positive relationships. Peace4Kids tracks youth as they move from home to home. This consistent display of interest in their lives reinforces the community as family philosophy making Peace4Kids truly distinctive among all programs and services for foster youth.
Volunteers are the lifeblood of Peace4Kids, and their consistent attendance provides familiar faces week after week, month after month, year after year. The training and screening process for volunteers provides an in-depth understanding of the youth the volunteers will be working with, the communities they live in, the backgrounds they come from, and how to work with these youth to ensure that their Peace4Kids experience is both positive and enduring.  
Since its inception, Peace4Kids has successfully recruited hundreds of volunteer professionals and social service workers to teach creative education courses and to administer its programs; the majority of these volunteers, like the youth they serve, have made a long-term commitment to the program.

Based on the notion that foster youth lack opportunities to make good choices in life, the idea of choice is instilled throughout the entire Peace4Kids program, providing a context for youth to make their own decisions and discover both the positive and negative consequences of their decisions. 

We encourage our youth to advocate non-violence, live healthier lifestyles, avoid teen parenthood, and lead productive lives as emancipated adults.

Peace4kids  four core concepts 

Four core concepts that teach cooperation, model peaceful conflict resolution, and build self-esteem and are built into every aspect of the Peace4Kids programming.

Personal Responsibility
Choices must be made based on exercising personal responsibility, regardless of what transpires in life.

Effective Communication
Learning to communicate with others and think critically 
in order to diffuse potentially dangerous situations is an essential life skill. 

Respect
Respecting one’s own space, the personal space of others, and the surrounding environment 
is integral to becoming a contributing member of a community…and society at large.

The Community As Family Philosophy
Stability in the midst of volatility, consistency over unpredictability, familiarity versus the unknown… 
a safe, nurturing environment where youth receive guidance from adults who are a constant in their lives.

The Staff
Zaid Gayle, Executive Director/Co-Founder: As Executive Director, Zaid oversees an ambitious organizational growth plan, with the intended impact of helping foster and at-risk youth transition successfully into adulthood. Having been involved in community leadership and program development for over 15 years, Zaid co-founded Peace4Kids to promote peaceful conflict resolution among youth in South Los Angeles. During his ten years with Peace4Kids, he has served as a volunteer, board member, and teacher.

Michelle Tattini, Program Director: Michelle oversees the Mentor Program, Emancipation Services Program, and the Core Saturday Programs.  She is a licensed Marriage and Family Therapist with more than 15 years of experience serving foster and at-risk children and teenagers. Michelle obtained a Bachelor’s Degree in Clinical Psychology from the University of Illinois and a Master’s Degree in Clinical Psychology from Pepperdine University.  Michelle was a volunteer and Board member before joining the staff. 

Lakeisha Thomas, Creative Program Manager: A Detroit native and graduate of Miami University in Ohio, Lakeisha moved to Los Angeles in 2006 to pursue new opportunities.  She first started with Peace4Kids as an Administrative Coordinator and was soon promoted to Creative Program Manager in June 2007. 

Katie Yording, Teen Program Coordinator: A native of Denver, Katie came to Los Angeles to pursue her education in the fields of Graphic Design and Liberal Arts.  While in school, she discovered a passion for working with children and developing after-school programs.  In 2002, she contributed to the creation and launch of the Los Angeles After-School All-Stars program and remained with the organization until 2006.  In the fall of 2007, Katie joined Peace4Kids as the Teen Program Manager and launched the Peapod Music & Arts Academy.

Natalie White, Volunteer Manager Natalie received her bachelor’s degree in Psychology from California State University, Chico and is currently in the CSU, Dominguez Hills Master of Social Work program.  She has worked in social services for nearly ten years in various capacities, the most recent position being a Volunteer Coordinator for Catalyst, Domestic Violence Services, and as a Volunteer Support Specialist for PASSAGES Resource Center.

Deshawne Coleman, Resource Specialist: Los Angeles native and mother of two young girls and a baby boy, Deshawne has a strong passion for the greater welfare of youth in foster care, which stems from her own life experience. Placed in foster care at an early age herself, she has a firm and clear understanding of what our youth experience and deal with. She was promoted to Resource Specialist in October of 2006 to guide and manage a caseload of youth who are expected to age out of the foster care system. 

Nikole Johnson, Resource Specialist:  Born and raised in South L.A. by a single parent, Nikole knows and understands many of the difficulties our children face.  Her passion to help them make positive choices despite all obstacles has allowed her to travel to places as far as South Africa to teach children about AIDS and HIV prevention. Nicole came to Peace4Kids in March 2007 with years of experience working with at-risk youth in the non-profit sector. 

April D’Aguilar, Administrative Coordinator:  April is a mother of one and a career secretary with over 10 years of experience. She is currently beginning a housing and outreach program for LGBTQ adolescents and at-risk youth. 

The Board of Directors

Kim Adams, Board Chair     Kim has worked in the film industry for almost 20 years in a variety of production and post-production roles, and currently works as a Visual Effects Producer on major motion pictures.  Kim began her participation with Peace4Kids as a program volunteer in 2002, and quickly became more involved by joining the Board and starting the fundraising and board development committees.  Over the years, Kim has chaired multiple committees and helped navigate Peace4Kids through remarkable growth.

Miles Cooley, Board Vice Chair    Miles is a partner with the international law firm of Reed Smith LLP and is a member of the firm's Litigation Group in the Century City office in Los Angeles. Miles also has an active pro bono practice, working closely with the Lawyers' Committee for Civil Rights to protect voting rights in the 2004 and 2006 national elections, and with Los Angeles Urban League on various matters involving community empowerment.  From 1975-76 and 1983-1988, Miles, who was orphaned at the age of 5, was in the California foster-care system.

Tonya Burns     Tonya is currently the Assistant Manager of the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP) of Crystal Stairs, Inc, and has worked in the child welfare profession for the past 19 years.  She previously worked for the County of L.A., Department of Children and Family Services as a social worker, supervisor and program analyst. 

Joe Ponciano
Joe is the Regional Director of Operations for Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf.  He is the parent of three children and was formerly a foster parent. Joe has volunteered his time at Peace4Kids and at The Help Group in an effort to mentor children and teens.  He offers high quality management skills to the Board, including staff development, hiring, financial analysis, relationship building, leadership, and customer service. 

Deisy Rolon   Deisy is a former foster youth and is currently being served by the Peace4Kids Emancipation Services Program.  As President of the Emancipated Youth Advisory Council she opted to be one of the first participants in the program to evaluate its effectiveness and to provide oversight and quality assurance to future clients. Having been in numerous foster care placements between the ages of 6-18, Deisy adds a unique perspective to the Peace4Kids Board.  

Tara Schemansky    Tara is an attorney and a native of the Detroit area.  While volunteering for the Detroit Metropolitan Bar Association’s pro bono program, Tara also performed non-legal volunteer work for St. Vincent and Sarah Fisher Center, which ran a foster care program along with residential care.  This experience led her to volunteer with Peace4Kids upon relocating to Los Angeles, and her current leadership on our Board of Directors. 

Mikki Willis    Mikki is an award-winning director/photographer/writer who has directed over forty Spanish-language music videos.  With a deeply observant eye for human nature, Mikki brings his unique vision to his filmmaking, fine art photography, and philanthropy.  Through his commitment to raise consciousness through cinema, he created the Elevate Film and Music Festival, challenging the international film community to create works of social and global importance.

Diane Martell   Diane has been involved in the training and development industry for nearly 20 years. Presently, she is the Vice President of Development for Collector’s Coffee, Inc, based in southern California. As well, Diane is a certified yoga instructor and is active in the community, facilitating educational sessions that develop conscious and holistic leadership.  Diane spent the latter part of her teen years in the California foster care system, and today strives to give back, helping youth successfully transition into adulthood.
