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Building from the base: St. Stephen’s program helps youth navigate college application process
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Caption:  St. Stephen’s relies on tireless work from its youth programs director Liz Steinhauser (left) to build strong relationships with teens like Addie Gomez (center), a freshman at Brandeis University, and Jamilla Lynch (right), a student at Social Justice Academy at Hyde Park High School and current CCST member.  

Jonathon Ramos wasn’t even a year old when his father, George, a community activist, was shot and killed on a playground next door to St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church. Ironically, the very same neighborhood that stole such a promising life, leaving behind a newborn son to cope, has helped stop the cycle of violence that often leads to more fatherless children.

St. Stephen’s, which operates out of a small, inauspicious building at 419 Shawmut Avenue, has taken on the bold task of turning crushing stories such as that of Ramos into happy, productive endings. 

"It’s definitely kept me off the streets; if it wasn’t for St. Stephen’s I’d definitely probably be roaming the streets," said Ramos, 17, who has maintained a strong relationship with the church since he was about two-years-old.

With a small year-round staff and a host of volunteers, the venue has given hope to a group of often otherwise disenfranchised youth with its latest program, the College & Career Support Team (CCST).

"We know the ratio of guidance counselors to students in [BPS] is three hundred and fifty-plus to one guidance counselor," said Liz Steinhauser, director of youth programs at St. Stephen’s. "Even the best guidance counselor cannot do their jobs with that kind of caseload. Also, we know from recent studies that in regular BPS [Boston Public Schools] high schools - non-exam - only seven percent of students currently in ninth grade will [graduate from a] four-year college by eight years from now. We want to change that, starting with our youth."

CCST developed as youth programs at St. Stephen’s have grown steadily in size and depth since their inception 10 years ago, when the church instituted initiatives for elementary school-aged kids. New programs have been continually added "as youth have aged into the next ’category,’" according to Steinhauser.

"This year, for the first time ... we have a sizable group of high school seniors, 16 to be exact. We wanted to give them support," she explained. "We had seven high school seniors last year and we were not as proactive with our support with them - and there is one heart-breaking story of a senior getting into her first-choice college but no one had run the costs/numbers with her. And when one of our staff [members] finally did, it was clear that there was no way she could go there. But no one had taken the time to really help her think through her options. She is now in a more affordable four year school, thanks in part to our support, but it was a wake-up call."

The program pairs the 16 teens, a group that includes two post-graduates from the class of 2008, from city high schools with nine volunteers - some St. Stephen’s staff members, some from the Church of the Redeemer, a partner church in Chestnut Hill. The volunteers help the youth attack the college and career application process, essentially acting as a parent for the teens, spending large amounts of time with their new "progeny," according to teen programs director Kerrie Chandler.

"The volunteers on their own are communicating with the teens very, very often," said Chandler. "They’re calling them, they’re meeting with them, they’re helping them set up interviews with schools, setting up interviews with the Access Boston [a Boston-based educational financial advising organization] financial aid people that are stationed at schools ... they’re calling them and reminding them about deadlines, they’re driving them to interviews, so it’s almost like being another parent. It’s like we gave them a teenager, a senior, and said, ’Now you have to help them get into college.’ So they have to put in as much attention as they would for one of their own kids, and they really have been. They’ve been treating them like they’re one of their kids, trying to get them in."

Chandler, who works with one of the teens, said the hard work and "nagging," as she put it, have paid off.

"Well, so far the program’s been real helpful for me," said Andre Sheffield, a program participant from the Boston Day and Evening Academy in Roxbury. "We have volunteers that come in and help us get prepared for the college applications, the FAFSA [Free Application for Federal Student Aid], all the stressful things that go on when you apply to colleges. And I know my volunteer, Leslie, really helped me with my college essay."

"Besides the college help they also have homework help so we’re getting prepared to do the college-level work, and they’re helping us get into college, and colleges that we feel like we could do good in, and we’ll have community colleges as backups or safety schools, in case it’s too much for us," he explained. "It’s just really helped me, ’cause I feel like after I did my college essay I was just ready to do more work and stuff, and they harass you in a good way. They’re always on your case. They’re calling you, and calling your school to check up on you, it really helps me stay on task."

The relationship between teens and their volunteers makes the program.

Judy Bullitt, a 55-year-old housewife from Brookline with three children of her own, ran the church school for seven years at the Church of the Redeemer. After resigning last June, she found her way to Shawmut Ave. through the partnership with St. Stephen’s, where she works with Ramos and a second teen, Denny Saucedo.

A couple weeks ago Bullitt met with Ramos for over an hour about the possibility of applying to City Year, a nonprofit Americorps program in which youth spend a year in full-time community service.

"Before the meeting Jonathon was a little bit like, ’Ugh, I can’t believe I have to do this again,’" said Chandler. "He’s so frustrated with the whole process because he’s not ready to go to college but after the meeting with Judy you could see he was, like, proud, he had something to prove ... because sitting down and talking to somebody like Judy, who’s encouraging him and trying to show him that it’s really going to be OK, it’s been easier."

"I think [Ramos has] been really short-shifted in public education at the Boston Public Schools," said Bullitt. "I adore him, I think he’s a terrific kid."

The feeling is mutual, on both counts.

"She’s great, she’s very warm. Every time I meet with her I get a smile on my face," said Ramos of Bullitt. "She’s always optimistic, she has a very boisterous attitude. I’ve never seen her like, down or sad."

"She’s actually helped out a lot since I’ve started seeing her," he said.

Ramos added that Charlestown High School has been unable to offer him much help.

"It’s been bumpy...[At] my school there’s like 1200 kids and only like two guidance counselors," he said, adding that he felt the administration pays more attention to track and basketball stars than "normal kids like [him]."

Sandy Quispe, a Boston Arts Academy student, linked up with the CCST after working in St. Stephen’s B-SAFE summer camp as a counselor-in-training. Although she did not feel the need to be paired with a volunteer as BAA has provided her adequate assistance with the college application process, Quispe has found other components of CCST helpful.

"Through St. Stephen’s I was able to get motivated by all the other teens’ college process. The academic nights also helped me in my college application process seeing as I do not have a computer at home," said Quispe. 

St. Stephen’s provides a snack, a quiet space, technology that the teens may otherwise not have at their disposal, and academic support during its academic nights on Wednesdays from 5:45 p.m. to 7:30 p.m.

Quispe said she has already been accepted at Suffolk University and UMass-Amherst, and hopes to enroll in their psychology or pre-med programs and eventually become a pediatrician.

"I believe that having earned a college degree makes you more valuable," she said. "A college degree makes a person more reliable. I don’t believe that one can be prepared to enter a good career right after college because there is so much more one can learn."

While the program has many success stories already, Chandler hopes to better CCST with further training for volunteers on the intricacies of the college application process.

"I think for me it’s mostly educating myself, too, on the different application processes, the financial aid and FAFSA and all of that kind of stuff so I actually know what I’m doing to help the teens," she said. "Helping them to be happy with what they’re doing next year. I mean, high school, at least for me, was a very, very hard time. I know a lot of the teens struggle in school. I wish that our Boston Public Schools system was better and actually helped set up our teens in college, but I don’t think that they are. And it’s not only about getting them into college, it’s about helping support them while they’re in there and helping them graduate."

One way that St. Stephen’s pulls local youth into its framework is through Boston Youth Fund jobs, but a problem now is keeping teens involved with summer programs like the B-SAFE camp as they age past the cutoff of 18-years-old. Only seven of the 16 CCST teens can stay on as site directors with B-SAFE, a big problem, because, as Chandler said, "The big deal right now is money."

"They’re focused on money for school, money for their own expenses," said Chandler. "In our next meeting we’ll be talking in more detail about that - what summer opportunities can we find that will help?"

Chandler and Steinhauser will also look to improve the continuity of the program in the future by building relationships between volunteers and teens before their senior year, something they were unable to do this year.

"We pretty much just got volunteers who were interested in this with teens who were interested and willing to be helped and basically just said, ’Let’s do it, here we go,’" said Chandler, adding that CCST will look to add more volunteers next fall.

While Steinhauser said the CCST hasn’t cost St. Stephen’s much money other than for some staff hours up to this point, she said the program could use more funding to further help its youth.

"We can always use money, especially in this economy," she said. "We would love to set up a fund that would help with book costs in college for our students, or longer term, to set up a fund for St. Stephen’s scholarships. We can always use tutoring volunteers too." 

Steinhauser called the ultimate goal of the program "to develop a four-year program -ninth to twelfth grade - that gets all our teens into colleges and programs that are the right fit for them, [and] to develop a community of civic leaders."

Bullitt, one of the volunteers who will help enable Steinhauser to reach her goals, said she’ll be back in the future as a staunch promoter of St. Stephen’s and the CCST.

"I marvel at the number of kids that come in the afternoon when I show up," she said. "It’s an active place, it’s a safe place. It’s probably better than a lot of other places that they could be. Thank God they’ve got it going."

Bullitt might find Ramos working by her side too.

"I kind of want to be a lead counselor there someday, whether it’s volunteering or working for them," said Ramos. "They’ve helped me and now I want to help them help others." 
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