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Recommendations to
Increase Opportunity and
Decrease Poverty in America

Introduction

The National Council of Young Leaders was formed in July 2012 in response to 
a recommendation of the White House Council on Community Solutions, with 
funding from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the Open Society Foun-
dations. It is now funded by the Starbucks Foundation, Skoll Foundation, and 
State Farm.

The council is sponsored by College Advising Corps, Gateway to College National 
Network, Jobs for the Future, Mikva Challenge, National Congress of American 
Indians, National Guard Youth Foundation, Partners for Education at Berea Col-
lege, Public Allies, The Aspen Institute, The Corps Network, The Philadelphia 
Youth Network, Year Up, and YouthBuild USA. It is staffed by YouthBuild USA 
and supported by the Annie E. Casey Foundation, Be The Change, Citizens Uni-
versity, Get Schooled, Llano Grande Center, National Rural Assembly, Opportu-
nity Youth Network, and Spark Action. 

We were nominated and selected by these organizations as outstanding young 
leaders representing diverse geographical communities and cultural groups. Each 
of us has overcome enormously challenging conditions to become dedicated lead-
ers and servants of our communities and our peers. 

We were offered wonderful opportunities by our sponsoring organizations to find 
our true hearts, our real selves, our talents, and our passion to make a difference 
through service to our communities. Each of us has experienced what a com-
prehensive program that provides education, employment, personal counseling, 
caring adult mentors and role models, a positive peer group, leadership opportu-
nities, pathways to college and careers, and service to our communities can mean 
to a lost soul. We have experienced the amazing respect and love that come from 
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staff in organizations that are based on a philosophy of recognizing our sacred 
value and seeing us as potential assets to the community rather than threats to it. 

Before finding these blessed pathways, we suffered all manner of difficulties 
including child abuse, rapidly changing and sometimes abusive or neglectful fos-
ter care placements, homelessness, traumatic loss and suffering of family mem-
bers through murder or the impact of chronic and fatal diseases, discrimination 
based on our race or ethnicity, gang violence, the absence of our fathers through 
murder or incarceration, the loss of our mothers through suicide or drug overdose, 
neighborhoods that were unsafe for children to even walk to school, teachers who 
told us we were doomed to fail, schools that kicked us out, public policies affect-
ing Native Americans that prevented our tribes from building the infrastructure 
needed to support our people, police who stereotyped us and overlooked the ram-
pant drug dealing surrounding us, and prison records that will follow us for the 
rest of our lives and lock many doors to us. 

In a thriving society that invests in its children and youth, supports family and 
community life, and is structured to diminish poverty, we should never have had 
to face these challenges as children and youth. Nonetheless, we have found ways 
to forgive those who hurt us, and to recognize and appreciate the learnings and 
the strength we have gained from overcoming the odds. We are resilient. We are 
proud. We are smart. We are united. We aim to be a positive force for good in the 
world, motivated by love and guided by a strong moral and spiritual compass. 

We recognize the need for people of all backgrounds to come together, to work 
together to create a society in which it is recognized that all people are created 
equal, where there is liberty and freedom, opportunity and responsibility, justice 
and love, for all. That is the America we aim to create in our lifetimes. 

Our vision is rooted in the Constitution and the Declaration of Independence. 
We continue to look to our elders and to those who hold the keys to power to sup-
port our efforts. We are looking to our peers to join forces with us as we fight for 
equal opportunities for all young people to experience the benefits of public and 
private investment in our education, employment, personal development, and 
opportunities to serve and give back to our communities.

Below we have stated our principles for action, our priority recommendations, and 
a broader agenda for change. Thank you for listening and reading. Please join us. 
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Principles for Action

Love. Action for change must be grounded in love, led by moral and spiritual 
consciousness, to transform societies and individuals.

Responsibility. We must lead by example, taking responsibility and being 
accountable to others and to ourselves for all of our actions, knowing that we 
must be role models for our peers. 

Forgiveness and empathy. We must forgive others and ourselves, with empa-
thy, understanding the full reality faced by all of us.

Community empowerment. We must empower our peers and the residents in 
our communities to overcome their feelings of powerlessness, apathy, and fear, to 
work together proactively to create stronger communities in which everyone is 
committed to everyone else’s well being, where we take care of each other, correct 
each other, and love each other. We must organize, vote, become active, and take 
charge and responsibility for our lives and communities.

Inclusion. We must be inclusive, refusing to stereotype any group of people or 
any individual.

Visibility. We must make ourselves visible, tell our stories and our truth to influ-
ential people who are uninformed and insulated from the twin oppressions of 
poverty and racism. We believe if they truly hear us, many of them will care and 
join with us. We must equally become visible to other young people who need to 
see that it is possible to transcend the obstacles they face and to find pathways to 
productive citizenship. 

Collaboration. We must encourage more collaboration and less competition 
among nonprofits that have been pressured by resource shortages to be in com-
petition for limited funds. We need them to be in collaboration to expand the 
resources, and to share their knowledge and resources with each other, on our 
behalf.

Accountability for results. We must be willing to look critically at results, ask-
ing programs that we support to track demographics, outcomes, and return on 
investment.

Respect for faith. We must respect each other’s sources of faith and spirituality, 
accepting differences and welcoming the strength that comes from different reli-
gious faiths.
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Humility. We must remain humble and committed, remembering that good 
works are always in service to others, not to promote our own careers.

Planning. We must take seriously the responsibility to plan and move systemati-
cally toward our individual futures and the futures of our organizations and our 
world. 

This is Our Moment

We have formed this National Council of Young Leaders at a good moment in 
history. There is growing momentum toward taking seriously the need to pro-
vide opportunities for low-income youth to overcome the odds and join society 
as contributing members. 

Those of us who have spent time out-of-school and out-of-work, formerly called 
“at-risk” or “disconnected” youth, appreciate the new language that names us 
“opportunity youth.” It accurately reflects the twin facts that we are seeking oppor-
tunity and we offer a major opportunity to our nation if it will invest in us and 
our peers. 

There is also growing willingness to listen to the voices of young people. The 
White House Council on Community Solutions, the GradNation Campaign, the 
Opportunity Nation Coalition, and the effort to create a Presidential Youth Coun-
cil are among visible efforts that provide fuel and credibility to our campaign to 
lift up our voices for opportunity and responsibility for all. 



National Council of Young Leaders   9 

Primary Immediate Recommendations

Our top six recommendations for immediate public action are these:

1. Expand effective comprehensive programs

The comprehensive programs that are already succeeding with opportunity youth 
should be expanded. These are typically full-time programs that include educa-
tion, job training, counseling, personal supports and mentors, leadership devel-
opment opportunities, a positive peer group, pathways to college and jobs, and 
service opportunities in which young people can learn that it is possible to get 
paid for doing something good. 

Every urban and rural low-income community should have an array of these pro-
grams that should be well publicized so that young people can find them and 
can see alternatives to the street life that is so pervasive. Most of us have experi-
enced AmeriCorps, Back on Track Schools, Public Allies, Service and Conserva-
tion Corps, or YouthBuild programs. Through these publicly funded programs we 
found inspiring pathways to responsible adulthood. These and other effective fed-
eral, state, and local programs should be expanded to the limits of their capacity. 

Based on a study done by Civic Enterprises, we have learned that an annual fed-
eral investment of $6.4 billion a year in proven existing federal programs would 
reconnect one million young adults per year.1 Each 20-year-old permanently recon-
nected to education and/or employment will directly save the taxpayer $236,000 
and will save a total social cost of $704,000 over his or her lifetime.2  Thus, if these 
programs succeed with just half of their participants, the lifetime direct return on 
investment to the taxpayer would be over $118 billion for each year of investment. 
The social benefit would be $350 billion. 

The measurable benefits to society of investing in opportunity youth are enor-
mous. Beyond those, the powerful ripple effects of our becoming responsible role 
models, family members, and community leaders can never be fully measured. 
Increasing investment in proven program models is the first obvious step. 

2. Expand national service

Increase the inclusion of low-income people of all ages in giving service to their 
communities through national service programs like AmeriCorps, NCCC, Senior 
Corps, Service Learning, Volunteer Generation, and VISTA. 

1  Bridge to Reconnection, Civic Enterprises, John Bridgeland, 2012.
2 The Economic Value of Opportunity Youth, Clive Belfield et al., 2012.
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The impact of giving service dramatically changes the identity of low-income ser-
vice-givers, causing them to commit to long-term civic engagement. The impact 
is similarly powerful on the rest of the community when we experience our own 
neighbors and peers as service-givers, rather than being passive recipients of char-
ity from people of different class and racial backgrounds. 

3. Expand private internships

Support internships that offer paid employment experience with private corpora-
tions that provide appropriate supports to the interns and potential for long-term 
hiring. Establish a corporate tax credit of up to $4,000 for each six-month paid 
internship offered to low-income young adults that results in employment. Some 
of us have experienced amazing internships in the private sector through Year Up, 
coupled with college prep and a supportive community. 

4. Increase all forms of mentoring

Expand mentoring programs and elevate both formal and informal mentoring as 
a core component for all programs serving opportunity youth. Young people need 
caring individual mentors to give us confidence, respect, and support in planning 
and working toward a productive future. We need mentors both from a similar 
background who have overcome familiar obstacles, and mentors from different 
backgrounds who can open whole new horizons.

5. Protect and expand pathways to higher education

Make sure that college and registered apprenticeships are affordable and attain-
able for low-income students. Education awards, scholarships, low-cost commu-
nity and state colleges, loans that are not predatory or excessively burdensome, 
and Pell Grants for nontraditional students must be protected and expanded, 
barriers to obtaining them reduced, and pathways to college strengthened. We 
understand that higher education is one key to lifelong success.

6. Support diversion and re-entry programs in the justice system 

End the pipeline to prison for children and youth, make sure punishments actu-
ally fit the crimes, eliminate disparities in sentencing that correlate with race, and 
end the various forms of lifetime punishments for all offenders that destroy lives, 
families, and communities. Expand second chance and re-entry programs for all 
offenders.
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Core Elements of Interventions  
that Work for Opportunity Youth 

We have experienced what works and what doesn’t work for individuals like our-
selves. Below we list the program elements and philosophy that provide positive 
pathways for opportunity youth.

All young people need the following: 

  ¡ Relief from the struggle for survival that comes with homelessness, hun-
ger, violence, drugs and alcohol, family breakup, and suicidal depression

  ¡ A safe, caring community where everyone is committed to each other’s 
success

  ¡ Caring individual mentors who give us confidence that we have value and 
help us identify and achieve our goals 

  ¡ A positive peer group

  ¡ Access to quality education and job-skills training to become employable

  ¡ Connection to various sources of faith and spirituality

  ¡ Opportunities to serve others, to give back, to find the joy and satisfaction 
of making a positive difference 

  ¡ The space to redefine and believe in ourselves, to realize “this negative life 
is not for me,” to embrace the backgrounds from which we come, to rec-
ognize our strengths, to plan for a meaningful and satisfying future

  ¡ A chance for creativity and for recreational opportunities

  ¡ Opportunities to experience new horizons

  ¡ Assurance that college is within reach if we choose that path

  ¡ People who see the good in us 

  ¡ A chance to study the history of our own people and to become aware of 
the strengths in our cultural history

  ¡ Stipends, wages, or living allowances during training and/or service, to 
enable participation for young people who must earn money 

  ¡ Opportunities to learn leadership skills and play leadership roles, realiz-
ing our larger value to society
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Programs that combine the above elements will work for the majority of young 
people as long as they are well led, well planned, and well staffed. They will break 
the cycle of poverty, one young person at a time, profoundly benefiting society. 

Broader Systems Change for a Better Nation 

While we believe pathways are needed for individuals to climb out of poverty, we 
also think big changes in various systems are needed to transform our communities.  
It should not take heroic resilience and major investments for individuals to tri-
umph over systemic barriers. We need to create safe, welcoming, opportunity-
rich communities for every child born in America.

Below we outline our initial thoughts in the areas of education, criminal justice, 

community development, and family. 

Education

Education is the key pathway for individuals to transcend poverty and for our 
nation to succeed economically and socially. We support the following as ele-
ments of a successful public system of education:

  ¡ Quality Head Start and other pre-kindergarten options

  ¡ High-quality, passionate, caring teachers who are skilled, experienced, 
and culturally competent to work with low-income students 

  ¡ Well-managed, safe, organized schools with predictable policies and 
procedures

  ¡ Instruction that is relevant and rigorous, that includes high level of engage-
ment, high standards, and prepares students for college and careers

  ¡ Increased funding—and more effective use of existing funding—that 
allows for:

•   Smaller classes 

•   Individualized academic supports for students 

•   Enough staff in the classroom to support all students and help them 
learn

•   Grouping by learning style 

•   More technology resources like computers and internet access 

•   More support for bilingual students 
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•   Guidance counselors 

•   Enrichment programs such as art, music, poetry, and sports

•   Internships

  ¡ Curriculum that includes the young people’s cultural history in an accu-
rate and fair manner, life skills, and information about college access

  ¡ Assessment measures that take into account different learning styles, are 
not too burdensome, and don’t put all the attention on the tests 

  ¡ Disciplinary policies that are used as learning opportunities, are more 
restorative than punitive, and that don’t serve as a pipeline to prison 
through expulsion

  ¡ Greater community connection with the schools, engaging parents and 
family, police, and positive role models from the community

  ¡ A college-going culture that offers early exposure to college and career 
options, and full information about college access

  ¡ Multiple pathways to success, including college, technical trade schools, 
and internships. Each pathway should respect a student’s skills and inter-
ests and not direct a student towards a single career pathway—college ver-
sus trade schools, for example—based on race or income level. 

  ¡ Second-chance alternative or charter schools for students who left high 
school without a diploma

  ¡ A funding structure that does not favor wealthier communities 

All of these elements should add up to schools in which every student knows that 
the teachers and other adults respect and care about them and are committed to 
their success.

Criminal justice

Too many of our peers are expected to be dead or in jail before they are 25, and 
many internalize this expectation for themselves. We see evidence all around us 
that this is what happens in our neighborhoods when young men and women fall 
off track. It appears that the pipeline to prison has been well laid. We need young 
people to have ways to break this cycle. The improvements listed above in the 
public schools will help break that pipeline. In addition we support the following:
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  ¡ A renewed effort to build collaborative community commitment to safety 
and crime prevention by

•   Engaging churches and community centers in supporting children and 
youth

•   Providing mental health and grief counseling for children and youth 
who have lost friends and family members through violence 

•   Highlighting positive role models in the neighborhood

•   Rebuilding relationships and communication between the police and 
the community so residents can trust police and work with them

•   Making sure police are actually policing the hot spots instead of ignor-
ing them

•   Training police in community relationships, sensitivity, and not stereo-
typing young men of color and communities of color

•   Creating safe routes for children to get to school, and safe playgrounds

•   Bringing back activity programs like the Police Athletic League 

•   Encouraging residents to take responsibility for correcting each other

•   Making sure young people and all residents are aware of the laws and 
the consequences of various types of action; new laws should be publi-
cized widely

  ¡ The elimination of unfair sentencing 

•   Juveniles should not be sentenced as adults.

•   Black, Hispanic, and Native American individuals should not be sub-
ject to more severe sentences than white individuals who committed a 
similar crime.

•   Mandatory sentences should be eliminated, “three strikes you’re out 
laws” reversed, and judges should have more discretion to recognize 
the potential of offenders to benefit from alternatives to incarceration. 

  ¡ Second chances for youthful offenders to rebuild their lives

•   Create pathways other than incarceration for lesser offenses.

•   Provide high quality education and group reflection behind the walls.

•   Provide re-entry programs smoothing the path to employment, educa-
tion, and community service.

•   Allow for expunging records.
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•   Allow ex-offenders to submit their achievements to the criminal history 
systems bank so that potential employers can see not only the criminal 
record but the subsequent positive actions.

•   Do not permanently deny offenders the right to public housing, voting, 
scholarships, running for office, and the like.

  ¡ Stop expanding the for-profit prison system. We do not believe that some 
people should have a financial stake in other people being incarcerated.

Community development

We envision a community that is empowered and educated to know that every 
individual’s actions matter—that what you do, what you buy, whether you vote, 
whether you help your neighbors, matters. We need role models and leaders to 
carry out campaigns for engagement, for building social, financial, educational, 
and cultural capital. We would like to see residents of all ages volunteering to 
benefit the community. We would also aim to break the cycle of dependence and 
generate opportunity for residents to take responsibility for themselves and their 
community. 

Some specifics in our vision include:

  ¡ Access to basic services like low-cost public transportation, public health 
clinics, affordable housing, good public schools, weatherized homes, child 
care, healthy food, and neighborhood gardens 

  ¡ Special attention to the needs of tribal and rural communities for low cost 
public transportation, broadband access, and rights to natural resources 
especially including water

  ¡ Voter registration, education, and engagement

  ¡ Youth forums to strengthen youth knowledge and voice

  ¡ A process of engaging youth in mapping the assets and needs of their 
communities and making these known to others, using a zip code search 
process

  ¡ Basic community organizing, knocking on every door, to engage people 
in community improvement projects

  ¡ A full array of positive recreational activities including football, basketball, 
soccer, music and art

  ¡ Support for small business and nonprofit development: training, capital, 
loans, fundraising assistance
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  ¡ Incentives to local business owners and contractors to hire local residents 
and encouragement of residents to buy from local small businesses

  ¡ Police community relations strengthened to address drug use and abuse

  ¡ Comprehensive second chance programs for “opportunity youth” as 
described in our primary recommendations.

Family 

In our experience the reality of family has changed, and so has the definition of 
family. Most of us do not have two parents. In our families the oldest boy is the 
man, siblings raise siblings, foster care or grandparent care is common. We deal 
with negative family influences daily, including drugs and alcohol, unemploy-
ment, dependency, and poverty. The family once influenced and defined society. 
Now it seems that various forces in society have broken our families. 

For children and youth to overcome these negative influences, society must find 
ways to answer our deep need for human connection. Every child needs a father 
or another strong positive male influence, and we all need a mother, someone 
to talk to, someone to hug us, whether it’s a blood relationship or not. We need 
something we can call a family, where we know that people care about us. We are 
struggling to answer the questions “Who Am I” and “What’s my Purpose in Life?” 
We need people to help us answer these questions.

In a larger sense, we also need to belong to a more united society with a posi-
tive culture that does not discriminate against people based on race or culture, 
income level, or residential zip code, and where neighbors take an interest in each 
other and help each other. We understand this is a big challenge. Neighbors are 
more afraid of helping each other than they used to be.

Here are some specific suggestions:

  ¡ Strengthen all nonprofit community-based support organizations for 
children and youth, including things like Big Brothers, Big Sisters, com-
munity centers, and all forms of mentoring programs.

  ¡ Create caring and smaller school communities where teachers and coun-
selors take a personal interest in the students.

  ¡ Reform foster care, screening foster parents much more thoroughly and 
making sure the motive for serving as foster parents is not money.

  ¡ Add respectful and sensitive curriculum in schools and community cen-
ters about various groups’ cultural history to help us answer the question 
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“Who Am I?” and to counteract the internalized negative stereotypes that 
we experience growing up. 

  ¡ Expand the job, education, and service programs that allow us to belong 
to a positive peer group gaining skills, supporting each other, finding car-
ing mentors, and giving service to our communities, so we can build a 
positive identity and realize that we have value and can build a responsi-
ble future. This brings us back to our top recommendations. 

We believe that in the absence of a strong family it does take a village to raise a 
child. However, not only our families but also our villages are in disrepair. Now it 
will take a nation to repair the village. 

We ask the leaders of our nation to please invest in the programs that have already 
saved our own and many other young lives, and will do the same for the young 
people coming behind us. These programs help repair our villages and they cre-
ate surrogate families.

In closing

We believe in what Martin Luther King called the “Fierce urgency of now!” There 
is no time to waste. Millions of lives are at stake.  
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son, Gilbert became a college adviser for 
Greencastle-Antrim High School in Greencastle, 
Pennsylvania, through the College Advising 
Corps. Upon completing his two-year term with 
the Corps, Gilbert attended the Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Educationm where he received a 
master’s degree in education, with a concentra-
tion in higher education. Following Harvard, 
Gilbert led a team that created an app for a 
competition to help community-college students, 
assisted high school students through the college 
process under a grant at Eastern Connecticut 
State University, and coached adult students 
through an online college program called 
College for America. 

As a member of Higher Edge, Gilbert is living out 
his dream job—creating and executing programs 
that assist high school students through the 
college process. He has seen many of his family 
members and friends struggle economically and 
he aspires to help the next generation break that 
cycle through higher education.

“I wouldn’t have been able to make it to where I 
am today if it weren’t for people betting on me. I 
am now ready and willing to step up to the ticket 
window to place my bets on the next generation.”

Ramean Clowney
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Affiliated organizations:  Jobs for the Future and the 
Philadelphia Youth Network

Ramean Clowney, 23, recently 
began his sophomore year at 
the Community College of 
Philadelphia. A native of Phila-
delphia and a product of the 
Pennsylvania foster-care 
system, Ramean overcame 

personal struggles—exposure to violence, drugs, 
and abuse—to graduate with honors from the 
One Bright Ray Community High School, where 
he was a member of the basketball team and 
participated on the drum line.  

Ramean is currently chief youth ambassador for 
the Philadelphia Youth Network, one of the city’s 
leading youth programs. In this role, he is one of 
several advocates for local youth.

Ramean, who aspires to one day run for a seat on 
the Philadelphia City Council, intends to study 
political science at Howard University and even-
tually attend law school.  

“Retrospectively (speaking), I guess you can say 
I was in search of me . . . . now I no longer settle 
for mediocrity—excellence is a must.”

Ryan Dalton
New Orleans, Louisiana
Member-at-Large

Ryan Dalton, 26, attends 
Southern University at New 
Orleans, where he is pursuing 
a business degree. He worked 
as a trainer and manager for 
Café Reconcile’s culinary train-
ing and workforce develop-
ment program in his 

hometown of New Orleans, Louisiana. Ryan 
Dalton now works for the mayor’s Office in addi-
tion to serving as a National Youth Ambassador 
for the Youth Leadership Institute, engaging 
America’s opportunity youth to raise their voices 
and tell their stories, to educate communities 
and bring allies together, to make change, and to 
empower and engage young people to make a 
difference in their own communities. The 
National Ambassadors program brings together 
youth from across the country to highlight the 
underlying challenges facing opportunity youth—
youth between 16 and 24 who are neither 
enrolled in school nor participating in the labor 
market—supporting efforts that help communi-
ties come together to address the challenges 
experienced by members of our generation many 
times forgotten within political spaces. 
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Ryan also serves as an advisory board member 
for The John Besh & Jessica Bride Mayor “Chefs 
Move” Scholarship, which prepares aspir ing 
chefs for positions in the culinary profession. 
In this role, Ryan is working to recruit young 
minority chefs from New Orleans. Addition-
ally, Ryan is the creator and CEO of The PUSH 
Project, a program dedicated to helping youth 
develop their passions.

During his youth, Ryan faced tremendous hard-
ships. He was a victim of violence, was shot 
multiple times, nearly lost his life, and expe-
rienced the murder of his oldest brother and 
close cousin. He and his family were displaced 
following Hurricane Katrina, and he had to 
leave high school without a diploma to help and 
support his family. Later, in 2007 he returned 
to New Orleans alone, on a mission to obtain 
his high school diploma. Yet, not only has Ryan 
attained great success in improving his own 
life circumstances, he has assisted many young 
people in doing the same. In his time of doing 
this amazing work, Ryan have impacted over 
2,100 youth across the New Orleans area.

Reflecting on his childhood and his ability to 
over come personal challenges, Ryan says that 

“the solu tion must come from within and in order 
to identify the solution, you must fully under-
stand the problem.”  

Ladine Daniels Jr. — Former member
Charleston, South Carolina
Affiliated organization:  The Corps Network

Ladine Daniels Jr., 33, gradu-
ated at the top of his class at 
the Sustainability Institute’s 
Pathways to a Green Econ-
omy. Ladine was a crew 
leader and mentor for the 
Institute’s Energy Conserva-
tion Corps, an AmeriCorps 
program. He was also a 2012 
Corps Net work Member of 

the Year. Ladine passed away in November of 
2014 suddenly as the result of a medical 
condition. 

Ladine accomplished much since he was incar-
cerated. A high school graduate and star quar-
terback, while in prison he tutored fellow 
inmates helping them to obtain their GEDs.

Ladine turned his life around—and never looked 
back. In addition to his work with the Sustain-
ability Institute and The Corps Network, Ladine 
immersed himself in a number of activ ities to 
advance his career and support his com munity. 
He was part owner of IMSEI Weatherization 
Company; managed the kitchen at the Charles-
ton Riverdogs Baseball Team, operated his own 
land scaping business, and was a church usher. 
Ladine volunteered with youth, always “remind-
ing them of the importance of getting an educa-
tion and staying out of trouble.” Ladine believed 

“we should be defined by our accomplishments 
and not by our past mistakes.” 

The National Council of Young Leaders will 
continue to keep Ladine in their hearts and minds 
and will carry on the work of fighting for equal 
opportunities for all young people in his honor.

Agustín Flores
Chicago, Illinois
Affiliated organization:  Mikva Challenge

Agustín Flores, 22, is a first-
generation Latino currently 
pursuing his undergraduate 
degree and working at Mikva 
Challenge as a youth program 
coordinator. Agustín arrived 
at Mikva as a student on the 
Mayoral Youth Commission 
after his graduation from high 

school. On the commission, Agustín met with 
the mayor and various other city leaders 
throughout Chicago to discuss key issues affect-
ing young people and the solutions that he and 
his fellow commission members created. His 
experience on the commission made him a 
believer in youth voice, and he continues to 
pursue youth work professionally.
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Francisco Garcia
Los Angeles, California 
Affiliated organization:  Public Allies

Francisco Garcia is a youth 
development specialist 
through Public Allies and 
AmeriCorps. He is currently 
placed at the Tumbleweed 
Center for Youth Develop-
ment’s Casa De Sueños 
program, where he works 
with unaccompanied minors 
from Latin America. 

An international artist and social entrepreneur, 
Francisco creates murals and artwork that are 
created with community and contain empow-
ering themes about immigration, justice, faith, 
and Chicano culture. In 2008, while study-
ing abroad in Mexico, Francisco was inspired 
and challenged by the work of Los Tres Grandes, 
the three major figures of the Mexican mural-
ist movement, and Frida Kahlo. He won the Eric 
Fischl Vanguard award, which recognizes emerg-
ing student talent in the fine arts at the Phoenix 
Art Museum, and was extended invitations to 
speak at the White House. In 2014 Francisco was 
invited to attend the International Artist Resi-
dency in India. He has created public art across 
the United States and in other places such as 
Mexico, Europe, and India.  

Francisco’s experience includes collaborating 
with different nonprofits, art organizations, busi-
nesses, and schools. He is passionate about cele-
brating culture, creating cultural events for the 
community, and working with diverse groups of 
youth throughout the country.

Megan Gregory
Anchorage, Alaska 
Affiliated organization:  National Congress  
of American Indians

Megan Gregory, 28, is origi-
nally from Keex Kwaan (Kake, 
AK), and is of the Ch’aak’ 
(Eagle)/Wooshketon (Shark) 
clan of the Tlingit tribe and a 
member of the Central Coun-
cil Tlingit and Haida Indian 

Tribes of Alaska (CCTHITA). Ms. Gregory 
currently resides in Anchorage, and is commit-
ted to serving Indian Country and actively 
supports addressing the critical health needs of 
her people. She advocates strongly for addressing 
the cultural, educational, and social issues affect-
ing Alaska Natives and American Indians, and 
works diligently to address the high rates of 
suicide across Indian country.

Megan works for Best Beginnings, an early child-
hood development nonprofit, as the partner-
ships manager, facilitating local, sustainable 
community empowerment to improve outcomes 
for young children through early childhood 
coalitions. Previously she worked for Southeast 
Alaska Regional Health Consortium’s (SEARHC) 
Behavioral Health Division as the commu-
nity project coordinator. She began her work 
with SEARHC as a volunteer on its 1 is 2 Many 
Suicide Prevention Task Force, and founded the 
Southeast Alaska Youth Ambassador program 
to bridge the gap between youth and adults and 
give all youth a role, and a voice, in creating posi-
tive change in their communities. The program 
includes one youth leader from 16 communities 
in her region that work with the 1 is 2 Many Task 
Force. It encourages students to generate new 
ways to champion suicide prevention. 

Megan was a Youth Board member for Seal-
aska Corporation and a member of the Exec-
utive Council for CCTHITA. In 2012, she was 
nominated by the National Congress of Ameri-
can Indians to serve on the National Council of 
Young Leaders. She was also one of three young 
board members named to the Center for Native 
American Youth Board of Directors. The Center 
is dedicated to improving the health, safety and 
overall well-being of Native American youth 
through communication, policy development 
and advocacy.  

Megan also works with the Rural Alaska 
Community Action Programs Alaska Native 
Youth Success Advisory Group, which was 
created to identify best practices for interven-
tion, diversion, enforcement, treatment and 
reentry services while providing feedback on the 
development of the ANYS Resource Center. She 
also serves on the National Action Alliance for 
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Suicide Prevention—Alaska Native and Amer-
ican Indian Native Taskforce, a public–private 
partnership advancing the National Strategy for 
Suicide Prevention. 

She received the 2011 National Indian Health 
Service Behavioral Health Achievement Award 
for outstanding leadership in suicide preven-
tion. In 2012, she received the Aiding Women in 
Abuse and Rape Emergencies Woman of Distinc-
tion Award—the youngest honoree to date.

Tekoa Hewitt
Flint, Michigan
Affiliated organization:  Gateway to College  
National Network

Tekoa Hewitt, 20, is a 
student in the Gateway to 
College Program at Mott 
Community College in Flint, 
Michigan. After graduating 
with his diploma in the 
spring, he wishes to 
continue attending Mott 
until he earns an associate 
degree. Currently, Tekoa is 

in the honors program at Mott and actively 
volunteers by mentoring other Gateway students 
trying to make the transition to the college envi-
ronment. He has aspirations to one day attend 
graduate school to pursue a degree in higher 
education. In addition to his studies, Tekoa 
works as a math tutor and writing center consul-
tant. Along with his regular duties as a tutor, he 
also is a peer tutor mentor, helping incoming 
tutors get acclimated to the collegiate work envi-
ronment by leading focus groups designed to 
improve the quality of tutoring services.  

Born to a working-class family in a small 
suburb of Flint, Tekoa saw firsthand the diffi-
culties America’s youth face achieving an educa-
tion in a poor economic climate. After his twin 
brother passed away from complications from 
hemophilia, Tekoa dropped out of high school 
at sixteen and started working. He spent the two 
years after dropping out working at a pizza place 
on Flint’s east side. But he knew he had to get a 

quality education to help better his family’s qual-
ity of life so he joined the Gateway to College 
Program at Mott.

While in the Gateway program, Tekoa trav-
eled to the District of Columbia to participate 
in the GradNation Summit as a youth scholar-
ship recipient. He observed seminars focusing 
on reducing the number of high school drop-
outs throughout the nation. He has also partic-
ipated in the Flint Literacy and Basic Skills 
Summit, whose mission is to help improve the 
literacy and graduation rates of Genesee County, 
Michigan. He also was invited to speak at one of 
the Summit’s planning sessions to share his story.

“The beautiful thing about being a youth in 
America is that there are virtually limitless 
opportunities to those who seek them. The 
problem facing most young people today is that 
there is not enough academic, emotional, and 
financial support available. As young leaders, it 
is our duty to do our best to help the growth 
of not just ourselves, but our communities and 
peers as well.”  

Shawnice Jackson
Baltimore, Maryland
Affiliated organization: Public Allies

Shawnice Jackson is a young 
nonprofit professional commit-
ted to building better and stron-
ger pathways to opportunity for 
underserved and at-risk youth 
through mentoring, service, 
and advocacy.

Shawnice started her undergraduate career as a 
criminology and social deviance major at Notre 
Dame of Maryland University but transferred to 
University of Baltimore to pursue her passion for 
communities and nonprofits as a human services 
administration major. Shawnice currently serves 
as a consultant for the Baltimore City Mayor’s 
Office on Criminal Justice (MOCJ) and The 
Aspen Forum for Community Solutions. She 
also serves as an advisory board member with 
The Opportunity Youth Network, a leadership 
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council member with The Opportunity Youth 
Incentive Fund and opportunity leader with 
Opportunity Nation. 

Shawnice’s areas of expertise are nonprof-
its, youth development, and qualitative data 
management. A native of Baltimore, Maryland, 
she has served as a data collection manager with 
University of Maryland, project coordinator for 
Mentoring Children of Incarcerated Parents, 
a Baltimore Ris ing program, volunteer and 
provider relations coordinator at Big Brothers 
Big Sisters of the Greater Chesapeake, and case 
manager for the MOCJ. 

Shawnice was recently invited to speak at 
the Corporation for National and Commu-
nity Service’s 20th anniversary celebration and 
keynoted the 2014 Service Learning and Civic 
Engagement Conference. She continues to give 
of her personal time in support of the well-
being of young people in her community as a 
court-appointed special advocate for abused and 
neglected children with CASA Baltimore City 
and volunteer Big Sister. She currently leverages 
her unique skill set as post-high school individ-
ualized services manager at Thread, a Baltimore-
based nonprofit that engages under-performing 
high school students confronting significant 
barriers outside of the classroom. In this role, she 
directly advocates and case manages Thread’s 
opportunity youth population in crises.

Shirwanda James
Denver, Colorado
Affiliated organization: The Corps Network

Shirwanda James struggled 
with reading and writing in 
elementary and middle school 
and was placed in special-
education classes.  As she 
approached high school, she 
dedicated herself to her studies 
and to being a positive peer, 

with great success. Not only did she obtain the 
high grades she previously thought herself inca-
pable of, she became one of the only people in 
her family to obtain a diploma, graduating at the 
end of her junior year. 

Shirwanda was selected for a peer leadership 
program at Regis University, where she learned 
about applying to college, building a résumé, 
and preparing for future careers. She took these 
skills back into the classroom and assisted her 
peers in the senior class with her leadership and 
knowledge.

After high school, Shirwanda became scared for 
her future and the potential of going to college. 
She was working small, unstable jobs and had her 
daughter at the age of 18. Shirwanda was homeless 
when she found Mile High Youth Corps, in 2014, 
when she was hired for a full-time term with the 
AmeriCorps Conservation and Leadership Crew. 
Shirwanda excelled on this project, often taking a 
leadership role with her peers. 

Because of her strong work ethic and skill devel-
opment, she became an assistant crew leader on a 
land conservation crew. She worked closely with 
her crew leader to develop and facilitate educa-
tional activities in career development, envi-
ronmental education, civic engagement, team 
building, and leadership development for her crew.

Shirwanda’s crew leaders and peers recognized 
her as a great team player and integral to the 
success of each of the crews she was on. Despite 
the challenges she may have been enduring as a 
young mother outside of work, she was always 
able to maintain a positive attitude and was 
always there to support her peers. 

Shirwanda began a new role of peer leader-
ship—accepting a position as the alumni mentor: 
outreach at Mile High Youth Corps.      

Julie Jent
Berea, Kentucky
Affiliated organization: Berea College

Julie Jent, 18, is currently a 
student at Berea College where 
she enjoys cross country running 
and volunteering. Julie is work-
ing towards a double major in 
political science and peace and 
social justice. Julie grew up in 

the one-stoplight town of Jackson County, 
Kentucky, where she was involved in many 
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educational programs at her high school, such as 
Family And Schools Together, Upward Bound 
Math and Science, and Youth Working Group. 
Julie was the first in her family to go to college. 
Despite the challenge of having absent parents 
and being adopted by her great uncle, Julie has 
risen above and done more than anyone expected.

Julie received the Kennedy Lugar YES-Abroad 
Scholarship to Malaysia and was a youth ambas-
sador during her senior year of high school. She 
grew immensely over the year and adapted well 
considering being out of her comfort zone on a 
daily basis. Julie has a passion for learning about 
other cultures. Upon arriving back to the States, 
she received the honor of representing her TRIO 
program at a session —at this ‘Beating the Odds’ 
session, led by First Lady Michelle Obama, Julie 
got to tell her story and give suggestions on a 
personal level.

Julie is thrilled to see where she can make more 
differences as a new member of the National 
Council of Young Leaders.

Dominique Jones
Oakland, California
Affiliated organization: Year Up Bay Area

Dominique Jones, known artis-
tically as Dom Jones, is an 
entrepreneur, author, orator, 
performer, and graduate of the 
Year Up program from 
Oakland, California. 

The dream of being self suffi-
cient and able to pursue her artistic endeavors 
came through her success in Year Up and her 
internship with salesforce.com, where she now 
works as a full time IT systems analyst. 

In August 2013 she self-published her first book 
of poetry, Boss Patois, which became the runner-
up in the poetry category at the 2014 San Fran-
cisco Book Festival. Her writing has been 
published in the Huffington Post, Black Girl 
Nerds, and various anthologies. 

After serving for two years as the Year Up Bay 
Area alumni president, she now serves on the 

National Year Up Alumni Board as the feed-
back chairperson, and represents Year Up on the 
council. She is the founder of Dom Empire, a 
performance-arts and lifestyle media company 
that purveys products and experiences that 
reconnect the audience with an elevated sense 
of self. Social justice and equity being a lifestyle, 
these topics are weaved throughout her work 
and service to community. To learn more, please 
visit www.iamdomjones.com.  

Deon Jones
Washington, DC
Affiliated organization: Be The Change

Deon Jones is special project 
assistant to the president at 
Be The Change Inc., a social 
entrepreneurial organization 
that creates and manages 
national issue-based 
campaigns, such as 
ServiceNation, Opportunity 

Nation, and Got Your 6. He is also the founder 
and facilitator of the Manifest Leadership Insti-
tute, an academic and leadership development 
program for formerly incarcerated teenage boys. 
Prior to joining Be The Change, Deon served as 
national spokesperson at the Campaign for 
Youth Justice, where he traveled globally speak-
ing on the organization’s mission to end youth 
incarceration in the US adult criminal justice 
system. Previously, Deon served as a DC advi-
sory neighborhood commissioner representing 
Ward 3 from 2011–13, making him the youngest 
elected official in Washington’s history. In 2013, 
the DC City Council passed the “Deon T. Jones 
Recognition Resolution of 2013” honoring his 
service to the city and commitment to empower-
ing young people. 

Deon has a BA in political science from Ameri-
can University and King’s College London, and 
was a public policy and international affairs 
fellow at the University of California, Berkeley. 
While at American University, he held fellowship 
and internship positions with the US Senate, the 
US House of Representatives, the White House, 
and Teach for America. He is the first African 
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American from American University to be 
appointed a Harry S. Truman Scholar by former 
Secretary of State Madeline Albright and the 
Harry S. Truman Scholarship Foundation.  

In addition to being a member of the National 
Council of Young Leaders, Deon serves on the 
board of directors at America’s Promise Alliance 
and the Congressional Black Caucus Founda-
tion’s Alumni Association.  

Humberto Palacios
Santa Ana, California
Affiliated organization: National Guard Youth Foundation

Humberto Palacios, 19, attends 
Santa Ana College and dreams 
of becoming an Internet entre-
preneur. “I dream big like Bill 
Gates and Steve Jobs . . . my 
goals are to start an online 
business and to become a 
philanthropist to give back to 

my community and to the world.”  

Humberto graduated from Sunburst Youth 
Academy, a National Guard Youth ChalleNGe 
Program that helps high school dropouts get 
back on the path to graduation. At the academy, 
he became more open-minded and had similar 
goals as the other teens enrolled in the program. 

“We were all tired of letting our circumstances 
control our lives. We all wanted to get on the 
right track.”

Since graduating from Sunburst Youth Acad-
emy, Humberto has participated in Senator Lou 
Correa’s Young Senators Program. In addition, 
he has shared his ChalleNGe story with thou-
sands, including Congresswoman Grace Napol-
itano and other policymakers on Capitol Hill. 
Humberto also participated in the 2014 GradNa-
tion Summit, hosted by America’s Promise Alli-
ance, where he was able to share his views on the 
dropout crisis with influencers within the educa-
tion community.

Humberto now lives by the Theodor Roosevelt 
quote “Believe you can, and you are halfway there.” 

Raechal Perez
Oakland, California
Affiliated organization: College Advising Corps

Raechal Kristyne Perez was 
born and raised in Los Ange-
les, California, and double 
majored in English and 
Urban Studies at the Univer-
sity of California–Berkeley. 
Coming from a large family 
with seven younger brothers, 
Raechal was the first in her 

family to attend college. Gravitating toward 
educational access programs serving low-income 
families and students who would be first in their 
family to finish high school and further their 
education. During her undergraduate course-
work, Raechal worked with AmeriCorps and 
after graduation served two years with the 
College Advising Corps at UC Berkeley. Raechal 
is continuing her work with Trio Talent Search at 
UC Berkeley and is currently attending Cal State 
East Bay to acquire a master’s degree in public 
administration with an emphasis in management 
and policy.

Kimberly Pham
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Affiliated organization: Aspen Forum for  
Community Solutions

Kimberly Pham, 23, is a youth 
advocate from Philadelphia. 
She is a student at Temple 
University, where she majors 
in social work. She is a young 
professional who serves with 
the Philadelphia Academies 
Inc., whose work is focused 

on in-school youth providing students with 
exposure and preparation for college and career 
pathways. Kimberly is a committee member for 
the Project U-turn Collaborative, who focuses 
on program, policy, and funding for opportunity 
youth in Philadelphia. Kimberly also represents 
Aspen Institute’s Forum for Community Solu-
tions and Opportunity Youth Incentive Fund.
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Kimberly is a former opportunity youth. Her 
story starts as a girl, a part of the juvenile justice 
system, who traveled down a complex road to 
earn her high school diploma. Upon her return 
to Philadelphia to finish high school, she was left 
back grades because of the confusion between 
systems of juvenile justice and education. 

Her resiliency and determination to earn an 
education led her down a list of reengagement 
programs in the city. But one day she was finally 
able to find a program model that worked for 
her—the GED to College Success Program. After 
she completed this program, she went on to earn 
her associates degree from Eastern University. 
She received the very first Distinguished Alumni 
Award from District 1199C Training & Upgrad-
ing Fund, NUHHCE. 

Constantly reminded by the words of one her 
favorite civil leaders, Martin Luther King, “Injus-
tice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.” 
She continues to strive as a person for the people, 
and she has devotion to change the injustice and 
inequality in her community and country.

Teresa Rivera
Bronx, New York 
Affiliated organization:  Public Allies

Teresa Lynn Rivera, 22, is a 
social activist born and raised 
in the Bronx. Her passion for 
social equity was nurtured at 
The Point CDC. The Point aims 
to create a safe space for youth 
through education and the arts. 

From a young age, Teresa has been sharpening 
her leadership skills. In high school, she was the 
president of a youth activist group, ACTION,  
that focused on social and environmental issues 
in the Hunts Point community. During this time, 
she also assisted in founding a women’s empow-
erment group at The Point. The women’s group is 
still providing young women with the resources 
they need to learn, grow and heal. Teresa is 
currently program coordinator.

In 2013, Teresa played a lead role in Michel 
Gondry’s The We and The I, a movie filmed 

in the South Bronx that used youth from the 
community who had no acting experience. The 
film became a platform for these young people to 
share their experience growing up in the Bronx. 

Teresa is also a proud graduate of Public Allies 
NY. Upon graduation, she was offered a full-time 
position at her partner organization, Fordham 
Bedford Housing Corp.  Her responsibilities 
include organizing events for tenants as well as 
facilitating an after-school program.

Teresa is dedicated to providing young people 
with a safe space to advocate for themselves and 
reach their full potential.  

Adam Strong
Hazard, Kentucky
Affiliated organization:  YouthBuild USA Rural  
and Native Initiatives

Adam Strong, 24, is currently 
working as a medical labora-
tory scientist at Hazard ARH 
Regional Medical Center. 
Assisting and working with 
doctors, and validating results 
for diagnoses, he aspires to 
one day become a doctor 

himself. “Service is a way of life and I’d like to 
work with patients to not only rehabilitate them 
medically but to rehabilitate their lives as well.”

Raised by his father in an Appalachian commu-
nity in Jackson, Adam attended his local commu-
nity college, working as a security guard at a 
local coal mine at a time when the coal indus-
try was in decline. He soon found himself unem-
ployed and without options, but was able to 
gain entry into the YouthBuild Hazard program. 
At YouthBuild, Adam took part in community 
service and outreach projects while receiving a 
much needed stipend. The experience helped 
introduce him to a life of service where he could 
not only improve his community and other 
people’s lives but his own as well.

After YouthBuild he went on to serve two terms 
as an AmeriCorps member at YouthBuild 
Hazard working as a teacher’s aide. Adam char-
acterizes this experience this way: “It feels great 
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being able to work with young people and seeing 
them realize that they can not only dream but 
accomplish as well.”

After graduating from his local community 
college he went on to graduate with a bachelor’s 
from the University of Kentucky’s medical labo-
ratory science program. 

Philandrian Tree
Flagstaff, Arizona
Affiliated organization:  The Corps Network

Philandrian Tree, 30, born in 
the Edgewater Clan, is a 
mem ber of the Towering 
House Clan of the Navajo 
Nation. She is currently the 
tribal and program liaison to 
the Coconino County 
District 4 Supervisor, tasked 
with, but not limited to, 

community relations and communications 
between her office and tribal communities.  

Philandrian served two terms as an Ameri-
Corps mentor and was selected as The Corps 
Network’s 2012 Corps Member of the Year. As 
an AmeriCorps mentor she had a great opportu-
nity to work in her home community on behalf 
of the Coconino Rural Environment Corps 
and secured two memoranda of understand-
ing between Coconino County and the Navajo’s 
Leupp and Tonalea Chapters. 

This collaboration between the county and 
Navajo resulted in all 17 Navajo chapters receiv-
ing Coconino County weatherization retrofits; 
and in the process, AmeriCorps members bene-
fitted from on-the-job training with participating 
local contractors in the Navajo Nation Weather-
ization Assistance Program.

In addition to her work with Coconino County, 
Philandrian serves as the chair of the Native 
American Parent Advisory Committee for Flag-
staff Unified School District, where she works 
with families and the District to support and 
enhance the quality of education for 2,500 Native 
k-12 students.  

Shanice Turner
Atlanta, Georgia
Affiliated organization:  Year Up

Two weeks after graduating 
from Waukegan High School 
in Illinois, Shanice Turner 
hitched a ride with her visiting 
father to Atlanta, Georgia. She 
knew she wanted “opportunity, 
education, and something 
better.” Shanice wanted to see 

growth and improvement in her life. She wanted 
to go places. 

Four months after leaving Waukegan, Shan-
ice enrolled as a freshman in college. She is 
currently working on a degree in community 
development at Rodger Williams University. 

“Something better” is definitely on her immedi-
ate horizon.

Shanice joined Year Up in Atlanta in 2012. There 
she gained job experience and exposure to a 
whole new world of career and professionalism. 
Four years after her life-altering decision to pack 
up and head south, she works as a postsecond-
ary support specialist at United Way of Greater 
Atlanta on its Atlanta Opportunity Youth Incen-
tive Fund Initiative.

Shanice would one day like to become a senior 
director in her department. She would like to 
push for the various programs that seek to level 
the educational playing field for all children, 
regardless of their economic background. Shan-
ice has a passion for youth advocacy and child 
welfare.

Turner feels that “education is the gateway to 
those opportunities that help to mold oneself.”

Members of the National Council of Young Leaders, continued



28   Recommendations to Increase Opportunity and Decrease Poverty in America

   

Former Members

Anays T. Antongiorgi
Public Allies

Cherise Flowers
Year Up

Chistopher Prado
Opportunity Nation

Rolanda Schand
Opportunity Nation

Jamie Turner
YouthBuild USA

Sotheara Yem
Year Up
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Principles for Action

Love

Responsibility 

Forgiveness and empathy

Community empowerment

Inclusion

Visibility

Collaboration

Accountability for results 

Respect for faith

Humility

Planning


