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In a continuing effort to improve and seek out 
new ways to better serve children in foster care, 
Youth Uprising provides a set of best practices that 
can inform current and future partnerships in So-
noma County. Youth Uprising is an integrated 
multi-agency, multi-service youth leadership develop-
ment and community organizing center in Alameda 
County. The organization, while still in its infancy, 
is a model for community-county partnerships that 
address identified community needs.

Key components to the early success of the Youth 
Uprising model are:
 ■ Strategic political and financial support from the 

City of Oakland and Alameda County, includ-
ing the Board of Supervisors and Department of 
Health Care Services Agency;

 ■ Implementation of a community-based plan-
ning process that was youth-centered, built 
community support, and identified community 
resources;

 ■ Creation of a change model (i.e., program logic 
chart) which articulates the vision and goals of 
the organization and guides all programming 
decisions;

 ■ Ongoing evaluation to assess program efficacy 
and the organization’s ability to reach target 
populations; and

 ■ Strategic location of facility to be accessible by 
youth.

Together, these elements have created an environ-
ment that is youth-centered and community-based. 
The focus on the change model and ongoing evalua-
tion has created a system that ensures programming 
continues to meet organizational goals and the needs 
of youth in their community.

The philosophy of Youth Uprising is that 
through supporting the development of youth in 
three target areas: consciousness raising, personal 
transformation, and hard skills/leadership develop-
ment, youth learn the skills they need to become 
positive agents for change in their community.

Similar to Alameda County, Sonoma County 
has also built partnerships between county govern-
ment and the community to leverage resources to 
support children in foster care. Two good examples 
are the Valley of the Moon Children’s Foundation, a 
private non-profit organization developed to support 
children living at the Valley of the Moon Children’s 
Home, and the Sonoma Kinship Center, which sup-
ports relatives (e.g., grandparents) caring for children 
in a family setting. Of particular interest to Sonoma 
County is how the practices of the Youth Uprising 
model can help bring new ideas and solutions to 
serving youth that are aging out of the foster care 
system.

Meg Easter-Dawson is a Program Development Manager 
with the Sonoma County Human Services Department.
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Introduction
Youth Uprising was created in response to growing 
racial tensions at Castelmont High School in Oak-
land, California. Public officials became concerned 
about the potential for escalating violence and began 
looking for solutions to the growing disenfranchise-
ment among youth. When asked about the root 
causes that lead to tensions and frustrations, youth 
pointed to inadequate educational resources, insuf-
ficient employment opportunities, limited health 
resources, and a lack of things to do.

As a result, an intense, youth-centered commu-
nity-based planning process was initiated to clarify 
the issues and identify services necessary to mediate 
the problems facing youth in Alameda County. Out 
of this process developed the vision and strategy for 
what was to become Youth Uprising. By engaging 
the broader community and ensuring that the pro-
cess was youth-centered, they created an organiza-
tion that serves the multiple needs of at-risk youth in 
their community.

Background
Youth Uprising opened its doors in 2005 in a facil-
ity adjacent to Castelmont High School. It serves 
youth ages 13-24. The Center is open to all youth 
from Alameda County but a significant number of 
their membership is youth in the foster care system, 
on probation, and/or who have been incarcerated. 
Youth Uprising has a membership of over 2100 with 
an average daily attendance of 250. Services include:
 ■ a health clinic;
 ■ media arts program;
 ■ career development and academic support;

 ■ sports and recreation;
 ■ performing and physical arts; and
 ■ case management.

While the space is owned and operated by the 
county, and core staff are county employees, most 
of the programs and services are provided by other 
organizations. Youth Uprising partners with com-
munity-based organizations, universities, and indi-
vidual youth development professionals to provide 
the majority of program services within the facility. 
These providers view their involvement in Youth Up-
rising as an opportunity to bring programs directly 
to their target audiences. In most cases their services 
are provided on an in-kind basis in exchange for use 
of space within the facility. For example, College Re-
source Zone, a program of University of California- 
at Berkeley provides academic advising and financial 
aid to potential first generation college students. 
They approached Youth Uprising about providing 
services through their facility because it improved 
their ability to reach youth living in Oakland. Exam-
ples of other community partners include: Alameda 
County Office of Education, Bay Area Youth Con-
sortium, Children’s Hospital and Research Center 
in Oakland, Destiny Arts Center, and Global Edu-
cation Partnership.

Community-Based Planning Process
One of the keys to Youth Uprising’s early success is 
the time, attention, and resources that went into the 
planning for its eventual creation. A community-
based planning process was used to bring together 
the experience and knowledge of youth serving orga-
nizations, youth development professionals, county 



30 B A S S C  E X E C U T I V E  D E V E L O P M E N T  T R A I N I N G  P R O G R A M

and city representatives, and local youth. This pro-
cess created the vision, goals, and culture of the orga-
nization with youth playing a central role to ensure 
that the final strategies would meet their interests 
and needs. While the process was used to address an 
identified problem in the community (i.e., youth dis-
enfranchisement and racial tension), its approach to 
solving that problem was asset-based. Drawing on the 
resources of community organizations and the know- 
ledge of young people to plan for and provide services, 
a focus was developed on asset-based solutions.

With financial support from Alameda County 
and the City of Oakland, a team of consultants was 
hired to implement the community-based planning 
process. It took two years of intensive work and  
included:
 ■ Creation of a youth council and work groups to 

guide and inform the work;
 ■ Visits to local and national youth organizations 

to observe best practices (e.g. Harlem Children’s 
Zone);

 ■ Examination of philosophical approaches to 
youth leadership development, organizational 
structures, and evaluation practices;

 ■ Assessment of potential space needs and uses; 
and

 ■ Review of resource development strategies.
The Youth Council involved 30 young people 

recruited from the local community. They played 
an important role in creating the environment, cul-
ture, and framing of the center. The Youth Council 
decided what kinds of space should be included so 
the new Center would appeal to and draw in young 
people. The youth who participated in the Youth 
Council came from a wide range of abilities and 
knowledge, and they represented the diversity of the 
community.

Because it can be a challenge to keep youth in-
volved in such an intensive and long process that 
required much of their time and attention, strategic 
steps were taken to strengthen their ability to stay 
engaged. Each Youth Council member had an adult 
ally from the community who would check in with 
them if they missed meetings. Adult allies also played 

an important mentorship role when Youth Council 
members needed guidance in managing the various 
aspects of their lives in order to continue to stay in-
volved. Youth Council members received a stipend 
for participation, transportation to attend meetings, 
and food at every meeting. In addition, youth were 
invited to voice their opinions at regularly sched-
uled meetings, which often occurred after regular 
business hours. This structure resulted in consistent 
participation from youth throughout the planning 
process.

The work groups were made up of representa-
tives from local youth serving organizations (e.g., 
Youth Radio, Oakland Youth Advisory Commis-
sion). Their role was to create a program design and 
plan for the physical space. The work groups were 
divided into four program focus areas, identified by 
the Youth Council as being major areas of interest 
and need earlier in the planning process. These in-
cluded: media arts, health and wellness, physical and 
performing arts, and career and education.

Through the community-based planning pro-
cess, Youth Uprising began to build community 
support and commitments from potential partners. 
Representatives from other community organiza-
tions got involved, and stayed involved because they 
saw Youth Uprising as serving a major need in their 
community and funds were committed by the county 
and the city. Many partners, who participated in the 
planning process, became providers of services in the 
new center.

One of the important outcomes of the process 
was the creation of the Youth Uprising Change 
Model (see Appendix I). The change model was cre-
ated through strategic planning with outside con-
sultants, Social Policy Research & Associates, prior 
to the Center’s opening. The change model encom-
passes the mission, vision, and core set of goals that 
guide programming and practices of the organiza-
tion. It is a dynamic document that has already been 
revised twice since implementation. The change 
model is central to how the organization functions 
and how potential partners and staff are selected. It 
emphasizes the organization’s focus on being youth 
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driven and articulates the skills that youth develop 
through participation in their programs.

Because the Youth Uprising Change Model 
guides programming, any organization interested in 
providing services must be able to demonstrate how 
they support youth in three target areas as identified 
in the change model. These areas are designed to help 
youth learn the skills they need to become positive 
agents for change in their community. They include:
 1 Consciousness Raising
 2 Personal Transformation
 3 Hard Skills/Leadership Development

Evaluation
Beginning with the community-based planning 
process, evaluation has been a cornerstone of Youth 
Uprising. The change model was used to guide all as-
pects of their work and to evaluate program efficacy 
and ability to reach the target population. Social Pol-
icy & Research Associates, who had coordinated the 
planning process, were also hired to undertake the 
evaluation of programs and the center-wide assess-
ment. The original evaluation plan had three major 
objectives:
 ■ Document processes of implementing a com-

prehensive youth center at multiple levels (i.e., 
youth, programs, staff);

 ■ Assess ways in which a comprehensive youth cen-
ter can impact youth, staff, and the community, 
including changes in youth skills and leadership, 
youth roles within the community, youth’s at-
titudes about social change, staff development, 
and community empowerment; and

 ■ Document the challenges of and strategies used 
for implementing the change model to inform 
funders and other youth development programs.
At the present time the evaluation is focused on 

the process, documenting the Center’s early stages of 
implementation. The transition to an outcome and 
impact evaluation will occur in years three to five of 
the Center’s existence.

To evaluate these various aspects of the Cen-
ter, and its development, the following methods are  
being used:

 ■ Youth surveys (pre- and post-);
 ■ Youth focus groups;
 ■ Case studies (longitudinal); and
 ■ Documentation of the history of the organization.

To date, the first set of youth surveys have been 
collected and focus groups have been conducted. The 
initial results of the surveys and focus groups have 
already influenced programming at Youth Uprising. 
A key finding was that youth were self-reporting par-
ticipation in skill-building activities but would often 
not be able to articulate what skills they had learned 
through their participation. For example, youth 
self-reported that they had participated in meetings 
with the Mayor and other public officials but would 
indicate that they had not had opportunities to be 
involved in civic engagement activities. These results 
highlighted that providing experiences for youth did 
not always translate into gained skills or knowledge. 
In response to these findings, a skill-building wall 
was created. Located in a public area of the Center 
the wall allows kids to articulate and document their 
learning by identifying skills developed through par-
ticipation in various programs.

Another result of the evaluation was the aware-
ness that in comparing initial results against other 
long-standing, single purpose youth organizations, 
Youth Uprising was reaching the same benchmarks 
as high performing organizations. These findings 
eased initial concerns that a multi-purpose youth 
center is more difficult to implement and reduces 
an organization’s ability to be effective in reaching 
its goals in all program areas. The process of strug-
gling to integrate services for youth in multiple areas 
(e.g., education, job preparedness, health) has pushed 
them to perform at a high level in almost all of their 
program services. The success has strengthened pro-
viders commitment and resolve to continue to pro-
vide programming that reaches multiple facets of 
young people’s lives.

Budget
Youth Uprising was started with $1 million in gen-
eral funds from Alameda County to support the 
initial community-based planning process. An addi-
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tional $200,000 in Community Development Block 
Grants funds was received from the City of Oak-
land. The facility in which the Center is housed was 
owned by Alameda County and vacant when the 
County Board of Supervisors authorized the con-
version of the property into the new youth center. It 
was an ideal location for the Center because it was 
located next to Castelmont High School. When it 
came time for renovations of the facility, the Coun-
ty’s Health Care Services Agency designated $3.4 
million from Tobacco Masters Settlement Funds for 
capital improvements and programming.

The total annual budget for Youth Uprising is 
$6.5 million. Of this total 54% are in-kind services 
provided by community partners. During its first 
year of operation, the Center was a fully-supported 
county agency. Alameda County funded the opera-
tion of the facility and the core staff positions (i.e., 
Executive Director, Deputy Director, Program Di-
rector, IT manager, Office Manager, Performing 
Arts Coordinator). In fiscal year 2007-2008, the 
Center will transition into an independent non-
profit that will contract with Alameda County to 
provide youth services. The county has committed to 
continuing to manage and support the facility (i.e., 
maintenance, utilities) and contract to provide funds 
for some staff positions in the Center (i.e., Executive 
Director, Deputy Director, Finance Director, Pro-
gram Director, Case Management Coordinator).

This transition to a non-profit will give the Cen-
ter more flexibility in approaches to working with 
local youth. For example, they will be able to develop 
their own policies around working with incarcerated 
youth and youth on probation. The challenges of be-
coming an independent non-profit include the need 
to expand fundraising efforts and the management 
of human resources issues (e.g., risk management, 
processing new employees) which are currently being 
supported by Alameda County Human Resources 
Department. These responsibilities, along with the 
development of policies and procedures, will be trans- 
ferred to the Youth Uprising administrative staff.

To date, the budget for the evaluation of Youth 
Uprising has totaled $51,000. This has provided 

funds for initial planning, creation of the change 
model, and the implementation of the first set of 
youth surveys and focus groups. In 2007-2008, it 
will cost an additional $35,000 for the second set of 
youth surveys, focus groups, and implementation of 
case studies and documentation of the Center’s his-
tory. Evaluation will be an on-going expense, but 
an invaluable one to ensuring that Youth Uprising 
is meeting its outcomes and providing services in an 
efficacious manner to its target population. Further-
more, on-going evaluation will provide good data to 
potential funders about program outcomes and can 
promote additional funding.

Implications for Sonoma County  
Human Services Department
With changes in leadership at many levels within the 
County of Sonoma Human Services Department, 
and the new program priorities of the Valley of the 
Moon Children’s Foundation, the timing may be 
right for considering new strategies for supporting 
emancipating foster youth. The synergy created by 
change can open windows of opportunity for the  
development of new approaches to old issues or 
problems.

The Valley of the Moon Children’s Foundation 
is finalizing a capital campaign, and, with the cam-
paign’s completion, their focus will shift to four new 
areas of support for children in Sonoma County:
 1 Supplemental support for children residing at 

the Valley of the Moon Children’s Home;
 2 Support for emancipated children in education, 

housing, and employment guidance;
 3 Support for children in foster care and for foster 

parents; and
 4 Community child abuse prevention education.

These priorities are in line with new initiatives to 
raise community awareness and support for children 
aging out of foster care.

While Youth Uprising grew out of a crisis in 
the community, and would be difficult to capture 
without the same urgency, there is much in its de-
velopment and implementation to inform youth pro-
gramming in Sonoma County. At the core of Youth 
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Uprising is the belief that youth can be empowered 
to be agents for change in their own communities. 
By taking the time and resources to engage youth 
in the planning processes and on-going evaluation 
to guide programs, other communities can develop 
programming that responds to the variety of issues 
facing at-risk youth. These practices increase the po-
tential that programs or services will be used by the 
youth they are intended to serve. Although compre-
hensive and on-going evaluations can be costly, they 
help to ensure that programs are meeting the goals 
and needs of the clients. This can bring in new funds 
based upon evidence of program effectiveness. In 
Sonoma County, these best practices could be espe-
cially useful in informing programming to support 
youth aging out of foster care.

The outcomes for youth aging out of foster care 
are bleak. Statistics indicate:
 ■ 65% of California youth leaving foster care face 

imminent homelessness as they graduate.
 ■ Up to 50% of former foster youth experience 

homelessness within 18 months of leaving the 
child welfare system.

 ■ Young women who have graduated from foster 
care are six times more likely to become preg-
nant by age 21.

 ■ Barely 1% of foster youth who enter college are 
able to graduate.

 ■ Nearly 60% of former foster youth live below the 
poverty line (i.e., earning income below $9,000 
annually).*
Outcomes for foster youth is a serious issue both 

locally and nationally and will require intensive work 
and commitment to find appropriate solutions. The 
early success of Youth Uprising shows that communi-
ties can be successful in creating multi-dimensional 
programs that reach at-risk youth populations.

Funding will likely be the main hurdle to im-
plementing new programming in Sonoma County. 
However, if enough support can be built within the 
county, local community, and among foster youth, 
this support can help leverage new resources. The 

Valley of the Moon Children’s Foundation, in part-
nership with the Sonoma County Human Services 
Department, is well positioned to help build sup-
port given its positive reputation in the community 
and its track record of raising funds. Maintaining a 
youth-centered approach will be necessary to these 
processes. Besides developing programs that will bet-
ter serve the needs of emancipating foster youth, it 
will also help to build leadership among foster youth 
who can often be the best advocates for seeking ad-
ditional resources and funding.

Recommendations
Recommendations for Sonoma County include:
 ■ Review any past or current efforts to involve fos-

ter youth in informing or planning programs in 
Sonoma County.

 ■ Inventory community organizations that pro-
vide services for foster youth and emancipating 
foster youth in Sonoma County. Additionally, 
inventory youth-serving organizations that may 
not currently be providing programming for fos-
ter youth but have the potential to do so.

 ■ Create a youth council using the Youth Upris-
ing model of providing supports that encourage 
continued involvement (i.e., identify adult allies, 
schedule meetings at convenient times, provide 
transportation and stipends). Key stakeholders 
on a youth council would be current and eman-
cipated foster youth. A youth council should 
identify unmet needs of foster youth preparing 
for emancipation, barriers to accessing currently 
available resources, current assets in the commu-
nity, gaps in services, and also provide feedback 
on program design.

 ■ Develop a work group to consider implementing 
a community-based planning process around 
services for emancipated youth. Key stakeholders 
in a work group would be city and county repre-
sentatives, staff from community youth-serving 
organizations, foster parents, and youth council 
representatives. The work group should review 
current programs for emancipated youth in So-
noma County, review programs in other com-*United Way of the Bay Area (2005), Foster Youth Advocates Issue Report.
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munities, identify gaps in local programming, 
consider partnerships among organizations to 
fill programming gaps, and create a program 
logic model to guide new programming efforts 
and evaluation of these efforts.

 ■ Consider funding options that would support 
the planning efforts of a youth council and work 
groups, implementation of new programs, and 
evaluation.
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