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	Atiera Horne, who works at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, spoke in front of a crowd of hundreds about the value of summer jobs funding for teens at a rally for the cause at the State House on Thursday, Feb. 18.  (Source: Kathryn Kendrick) 


	


Local youth march on State House to regain job funding

Teens often gather in the Boston Common, but usually equipped with Frisbees, not homemade protest signs. This past Thursday, Feb. 18, nearly 700 youth amassed to march on the State House with intentions of both restoring previous state budget cuts and avoiding further cuts in the upcoming budget for youth employment programs. The programs facilitate the teenage job search, which proponents claim reduces overall community violence and increases educational retention rates.

Hailing from across the state, including a group of 15 from Shawmut Avenue’s St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, the mobilized activists deliberated through the Downtown Crossing area to the State House where they gathered in the Gardner Auditorium for a rally involving a notable cast of public officials such as 2nd Suffolk State Senator Sonia Chang-Diaz and Chief of Human Services for the City of Boston Larry Mayes.

"We’re trying to raise public awareness for teen jobs this summer. The state budget lines for the two biggest programs, YouthWorks and School to Career, have been cut. We’re asking for that $6 million to be restored," explained Liz Steinhauser, Priest Associate and Director of Youth Programs at St. Stephen’s Episcopal Church, who participated in Thursday’s events.

YouthWorks and School to Career Connecting Activities-both state-funded programs-aim to employ urban teens through work relationships. Teens who qualify for the subsidized employment within YouthWorks are considered at-risk in a multitude of categories, including poor academic performance, being a teen parent, and having problems with delinquency. School to Career has fewer requisites and works mainly to employ teens through public-private partnerships. 

"Both programs’ main goal is creating employment opportunities for the youth," said Keith Westrich, director of the School to Career Connecting Activities program at the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.

Having hired ninety workers last summer through the Boston Youth Fund, St. Stephen’s is directly affected by the budget cut. Steinhauser explained that the Boston Youth Fund is one of the mayor’s programs for teens where participants work at an affiliate location, but essentially get paid as a City employee.

"Without these funds, we can’t run programs as large or as high-quality as we did last summer," said Steinhauser. 

Participants felt that the rally made a significant impact by propelling the issue into the media, and the presence of state officials further focused the public eye on the matter. 

"I thought it was great, they gave us advice about moving forward and to keep working at what we want," explained Tania Ortiz, a 15-year-old employee at St. Stephen’s.

In an attempt to strengthen the rally’s impact, a few St. Stephen’s workers accompanied the public officials on stage by speaking about the issue and then giving a brief, informative skit. Atiera Horne, a 17-year-old worker in the after-school program, spoke about her experiences at St. Stephen’s and why she needs the money. Subsequently, they played out their skit, which educated the auditorium on how to lobby for and talk to legislators about their cause.

"It was definitely an experience, being up there in front of 700 people. It was nerve-wrecking," said Horne.

Opponents of adding the youth funding back believe that the state cannot afford to allocate the money to the programs given the current economic climate. Complicating matters is the possible need to raise taxes to pay for such programs during a recession. At-Large City Councilor Felix Arroyo, who has been working with the young group of activists, believes opponents are misguided.

"First, there’s the training aspects," he said. "Young people learn how to work. I, myself, benefited from that at a young age-I had a summer job and it taught me what it was to work. Second, some of these kids are actually providing money that their household needs, parents need it to pay bills these days. And lastly, even if it’s just spending money, that’s kind of what the economy needs right now anyway. This is something that costs money, but in the overall equation, it comes out positive for the city in the long run."

At the rally, supporters of the budget restoration stressed the fact that the breadth of this issue goes far past its immediate urgency to its long-term costs and benefits. A study done by Northeastern University’s Labor Market Studies department found that at-risk teens who both work and go to school simultaneously have a greater probability of graduating high school. 

According to Northeastern Professor Andrew Sum, "Kids-particularly the economically disadvantaged-who work during high school, have significantly better long-term work records, they are more likely to have a job after school, more likely to make more money, and are more likely to stay out of trouble."

Because the working youth have larger lifetime earnings and less of a chance to be involved in crime, their overall contribution to society is consequently higher. 

"It’s one of the many things that are being cut, but can be way more expensive in the long run," said Steinhauser, adding, "readers can do something about this, they can call state leaders and ask to make these budget lines top priorities, this money can still be restored and added to summer 2010."
