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CAN YOU HEAR US NOW?
“When kids are loved and validated, magic happens.” —LA’KETTA CALDWELL

In 1887, when Annabell Cook Whitcomb 
transformed two basement rooms at Plymouth 
Church in downtown Milwaukee into a club for 
boys the Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee 
(BGCGM) was born. The organization now serves 
more than 40,000 young people, both boys and 

girls, at 38 locations across greater Milwaukee, making the clubs the 
oldest and largest youth-serving agency in the area. BGCGM’s mission is 
simple: to inspire and empower all young people, especially those who 
need it most, to realize their full potential as productive, responsible, and 
caring citizens.

In order to support the unique needs of youth, and with a $25 million 
operating budget, BGCGM offers hundreds of programs within six core 
areas: Education and Career Development; the Arts; Adolescent and 
Holistic Health Initiatives; Sports, Fitness, and Recreation; Outdoor 
Environment and Education; and Character and Leadership.

BGCGM’s Can You Hear Us Now program is a youth-led advocacy 
program started in 2011 at the LaVarnway Boys & Girls Club that serves 
approximately 50 teens between the ages of 12 and 18 each year. 
The CYHUN program provides teens an artistic platform to express 
themselves through media and art and the guidance to address issues 
that are affecting them. Each year the youth collectively decide on an 
important issue to focus on and learn the technical skills associated with 
a particular artistic medium (e.g., videography, photography, poetry). In 
2011, youth wrote and performed a theatrical production titled The Block 
is Hot: The Victim’s Perspective of the Impact of Gun Violence. In 2012, youth 
participants organized several community events, including an open mic 
night called SPEAK OUT: Survivors and Advocates Against Sexual Violence. 
And in 2013, youth were the focus of a documentary entitled The Voice: 
The Power of Youth Voice in Changing Society, as well as a public service 
announcement about the impact of suicide. In her own words, one youth 
participant reflected on the work CYHUN does: “A lot of people in the 
country think that teenagers’ lives don’t matter. Like they think we’re 
always doing ignorant stuff. So our group, we are positive, and we talk to 
other teens.”
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ORGANIZATION 

Total number of full-time staff 780

Number of volunteers 1290

Annual operating budget $24.8M

FOCUS OFFERING 

Total contact hours 41

Duration of the program period September–June

FOCUS OFFERING YOUTH (FROM YOUTH SURVEYS)

Number of youth 24

Age 12-18 (13.67)

Gender 29% M

Ethnicity • 96% African 
American

• 4% Prefer  
not to disclose

Percent currently attending 
school on a regular basis

96%

FOCUS OFFERING STAFF (FROM STAFF SURVEY)

Number of staff 3

Level of education • 33% College 
degree

• 67% Advanced 
degree

Years of experience • 11.33 in youth 
development

• 4.33 in this 
program

Staff program content 
expertise self-rating  
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

2.67

Staff SEL expertise self-rating  
(1=Novice, 2=Experienced, 3=Expert)

2.33
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 
When asked to describe the young people who attend CYHUN, Natalie Cooper, Senior Director of Social 
Emotional Learning, said: 

CYHUN is a team of young people with promise who are courageous enough to find their voice to impact 
their environment; a group of young people who want to leave a legacy of love and greatness for the 
generation that’s following them. These youth are secure enough in who they are as individuals that they are 
able to work within different groups to find a purpose and cause that can change the world.

The majority of participants in CYHUN grew up in the Lindsay Heights neighborhood of Milwaukee, where 
violence, poverty, and trauma have been a part of their daily lives. Most of these teens are youth of color living 
in single or foster-parent households and take on the responsibility of caring for younger siblings or helping 
their parents financially. Often they do not feel they have someone to turn to in dealing with their experiences 
as teenagers. This accumulated stress can take a heavy toll on a young person. CYHUN youth are resilient 
and eager to move beyond their circumstances and create their own positive futures as well as make a positive 
difference in their communities.

BGCGM staff recruit youth to the CYHUN program in a number of ways. Here’s how Natalie described them: 

Janay, our Teen Program Coordinator, will say, “Hey, I think this would be a great group for you.” We do 
information sessions to talk about the program and give opportunities for kids to sign up. We have kids who’ve 
been referred by agencies. We use social media, text messages, leaders of the week. We have signage in the 
teen center and the club. We make everyone familiar with the awesome nature of the program from the front 
desk clerk to the coat check person to the security staff. Everyone who participates in any way is kept involved, 
and that’s why we have such a high retention rate.

CYHUN is different from the drop-in “gym and swim” programs that nationwide Boys & Girls Clubs are known 
for. For the program to be successful, youth must commit to attending the weekly sessions on a regular basis 
for the duration of the program year (which corresponds to the school year). Natalie underscored how she 
communicated to youth that their commitment is important to the success of the program:
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You don’t get to come for one or two sessions, or start coming in towards the end and then have the glory 
of everything that happened. We need your full commitment from beginning to end. If you have other 
components of your life that will cause you not to be committed, we can’t give you the leadership role you’re 
accustomed to because it’s critical for you to be present for us to accomplish our goals.

The structure of the program and the commitment required make CYHUN attractive to young people and 
parents who might not otherwise be involved in activities at BGCGM. The hope is that this also impacts how they 
interact within the greater club outside of the CYHUN program:

Because of our structure, we get a different type of kid who is willing to try CYHUN. It’s family-friendly. A parent can 
walk in and know that this program has a start and an end. It has core values and outcomes delivered within 
each program session and a culminating event where they can see the work. We have top-of-the-line staff, so some 
of the kids aren’t really part of the [Boys & Girls] club culture and are coming to the club just for our program.

Still, whether the youth are die-hard BGCGM members or newcomers, CYHUN “gives a format for those who are 
normally rendered silent to have a voice. But I think the program is beneficial for so many to have a voice.”

Staff
Natalie explained the important role that staff play in the lives of the CYHUN youth:

In CYHUN, staff members represent constant, positive figures in teens’ 
lives. At the core, they are someone the teens can trust and confide 
in, and the youth fully understand that staff members have their best 
interests at heart. For many of the participants, this trust between 
themselves and staff takes time and often, it is the repeated exposure 
and presence of staff alone that gains this trust. For kids growing 
up in Lindsay Heights, abandonment and broken commitments are 
far too constant of a reality, and they are often weary of adults who 
come into their lives. Our Senior Program Manager always says that the teens are at once ‘greeted with love 
and validation.’ Our staff in CYHUN are constantly telling the teens how important they are and that their 
experiences and what they have to say matters and they are always given the platform to have a voice. 
Sometimes this is the first time they’ve had someone in their lives validate and encourage their emotions. 
Once this relationship is established, participants in CYHUN begin to seek out and develop positive social 
relationships with other adults and their peers.

Facilitators must be willing to commit their time to the teens and to take an active role, which means being 
available outside of the weekly sessions. The staff that lead CYHUN often attend activities that the teens are 
a part of, such as sporting events, performances, or graduations, in order to show their love and support for 
the teens extends beyond the program. The underlying theme for CYHUN is love. The youth experience the 
staff caring for them in a way that they may never have experienced before. La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program 
manager of social emotional learning, elaborated:

Natalie is our director, but she still went out in the cold to see a student play football in the rain. Who does that? 
We know that by showing up the kids feel loved. Showing up outside of our program makes a difference.

The staff have deep connections to the work they do and find their motivation in the experiences they’ve had. 
La’Ketta expressed:

I know young people. Teens are my favorite. They’re complicated. It takes a lot. But with teenagers, you’ve got 
to work. They keep the work challenging. It’s a beautiful challenge. It’s not easy. I can’t just show up; I have to 
constantly study, constantly prove myself to them.

Natalie Cooper was initially moved to action when she saw the need for a community platform to hear the 
voices of their young people. The event that made this need perfectly clear occurred at the funeral for a club 
member at another location. A brawl broke out at the funeral and the police were called:

“Sometimes this is the first time they’ve 
had someone in their lives validate 
and encourage their emotions. Once 
this relationship is established, participants 
in CYHUN begin to seek out and develop 
positive social relationships with other adults 
and their peers.”

—Natalie Cooper, BGCGM
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Some of us found ourselves in the face of assault rifles while trying to calm kids down. There were kids 
jumping off balconies to get in the middle of the fight. It was just horrible. At one point the casket got turned. 
It was just a tragedy. It was so loud. It was negative energy, but was also the passion and the pain of the loss, 
and it just clicked for us that we have to do more to hear the voices of the young people. There are a lot of 
issues in the city of Milwaukee with our young people and how to positively engage with the police. So to see 
all of our kids being handcuffed, to see kids forced on the ground, being mistreated, we just felt we needed to 
protect them. Where nobody else was listening, my team and I were listening. We talked one-on-one with the 
kids. Like, “What is going on with you all that you feel that this is the best way to express what you’re feeling?” 
We discovered they felt that the adults had failed them. So that was kind of my click moment that we have to 
really provide a platform that will force the communities to hear from the voice of our young people.

For CYHUN, it is critical to have a team of staff who are able to relate to and serve as mentors for youth. The 
team consists of La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program manager of social emotional learning; Janay McClain-Kelly, 
teen program coordinator; and Jamar Willis, program coordinator. La’Ketta explained that Jamar was added to 
the team to “engage the voice of the boys, and also to validate their ‘hood’ component, which is so critical to this 
group because they need the familiarity of somebody who not only knows their story but has lived their story. 
So it was really critical for us. Big Homie, that’s what they call him.”

All of the staff working in CYHUN have a background working with at-promise (rather than at-risk) youth. To fully 
support the teen members, staff attend workshops and specific trainings that relate to social and emotional 
learning. CYHUN staff are trained to work with at-promise youth and are prepared to deal with strong emotions. 
Staff will provide teens with additional resources, such as contact information for a counselor or further support 
groups, if they feel it is in the best interest of the youth.

OFFERING CURRICULUM
Offering Content
CYHUN’s artistic workshop model provides youth with experiences to increase their self-awareness and uses 
the arts as a medium to communicate with the larger community about issues that affect their lives. La’Ketta 
described how she explains this to the youth:

My role is to get you to where people can hear you. What you have to say when you’re mad, they need to hear 
that. I’m going to help you polish it up in a way where they will hear it, and they’ll feel it, and it will change. If 
you can get to the heart of the people, they will change.

Through participating in the program activities and by sharing their emotionally charged experiences with 
the group, youth gain the necessary skills and confidence to appropriately advocate for themselves and make 
positive changes in their lives.

CYHUN runs from September through May with one session per week. There are also a variety of field trips 
offered throughout the year that expose youth to adults in a variety of professions related to the chosen issue 
or media genre. The program topic changes each year and are developed by the youth. The following is a 
description of the program sequence that CYHUN follows across a program year.

Offering Sequence
Weeks 1–3: Building Trust and Community. Before the program starts, staff have a presence at the club—
playing chess, hanging out in the teen room, volleyball games—in order to get to know youth and get them 

WEEKS 1–3:  
BUILDING TRUST  
AND COMMUNITY

(THROUGHOUT):  
TECHNICAL  
TRAINING

WEEKS 4–11:  
UNDERSTANDING  
MY COMMUNITY

WEEK 14–15:  
RESEARCH

WEEKS 12–13:  
EXPLORING  
THE ISSUE

CYHUN’s Offering Sequence
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interested in joining the CYHUN program. Once the program begins, staff and youth participants have fun 
building the community. They play lots of games and use theater improvisation techniques to get to know each 
other, establish boundaries and group norms, and staff expectations:

Many teens who enter CYHUN hesitate trusting adults at first. For children dealing with trauma or who have 
had a lack of adult role models in their life, this kind of open relationship can take some time. CYHUN staff 
spend the first three weeks with the students working on building the team and creating a safe environment. 
Often this means just spending time with the youth and doing things they like to do, such as playing video 
games or just hanging out. Staff always allow teens to voice their own needs throughout the program and will 
take their input to create a safe space where they feel comfortable sharing.

This focused time on team building is essential to welcoming new youth to the program and also to rebuild the 
bonds between the returning youth who may have lost touch over the summer.

Weeks 4–11: Understanding My Community. As youth continue to get to know each other, they begin 
considering the things happening in their community that impact their lives. This is a brainstorming period and 
provides youth opportunities for sharing personal experiences with each other. La’Ketta Caldwell framed this 
period through a series of questions:

What’s going on right now in the community? How does that connect with what’s going on in the nation? 
What do you see on the news? We focus on understanding what is going on. Why do you think this is 
happening? Why do you believe our community is changing? What are some things going on? What are some 
things you see in the community that you wish you could change? What frustrates you?

During this time, no topics are off limits. Youth are encouraged to discuss and share the experiences that are 
important to them and to other youth in their city.

The 2014-2015 project was to perform a “choreopoem”—a live performance that combines poetry, dance, music, 
and song. The group was reading Tupac Shakur’s book of poetry, The Rose that Grew from Concrete, “to get the 
kids to think about community and think about themselves.” In one of the early sessions, La’Ketta recognized 
the power of using the hip-hop icon’s words as a vehicle for the youth’s expression:

I recognized that even the kids who didn’t speak as well, they were confident when they read Tupac’s words. 
So I didn’t hear any of the stuttering. People didn’t have their books up in front of their face. So I thought, 
“Hmm, so Tupac’s words will speak. They’re just not at the place right now to share their work or their story. 
So I’m going to let them tell their story through ’Pac.”

In this way, youth were provided a safe space where they could begin to express and process their emotions 
relating to their life experiences.

Weeks 12–13: Exploring the Issue. From the brainstorming and discussion over the previous weeks, youth 
select an issue that is of importance to them that will become the focus of their project for the remainder of the 
year. Natalie Cooper explained:

We take the kids on a journey to start exploring things. That exploration may be anything from a group 
activity, to research, to exposure. Then the kids have to hone in collaboratively and collectively to identify 
one voice that will emanate across all the groups. So everybody has a voice, everybody wants to be heard, 
but for the sake of the project, we have to identify what that unified voice is.

WEEK 19–22:  
COMMUNITY 

PRESENTATION 
PLANNING

WEEK 29–30:  
COMMUNITY  

PRESENTATION 
OCCURS

WEEK 23–24:  
COMMUNITY 

PRESENTATION  
LOGISTICS

WEEK 31–32:  
DEBRIEF  

AND  
CELEBRATION

WEEK 25–28:  
COMMUNITY  

PRESENTATION 
PROMOTION
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During this stage, youth learn as much as they can about their chosen issue by reading news articles, reviewing 
statistics, and conducting Internet searches. They also participate in activities designed to help them further 
unpack the issue. Natalie added:

Once that unified voice is identified, it’s about coaching them, working with them, and prepping them 
through different leadership-building capacity sessions. They have to learn about differences, tolerance, 
oppression, empathy, self-awareness, peer accountability, decision making, their role as a responsible citizen, 
things of that nature. They can learn to identify their role as an individual and how it impacts the broader 
community.

Week 14–15: Research. As youth begin to research the issue for their project, they might go on field trips, host 
speakers, and conduct interviews. Through this process, youth are exposed to relevant careers and practice 
articulating and crafting questions. As they conduct more interviews, they become more confident. La’Ketta said:

This is not just the traditional type of research; it is also collecting data from peers, from their staff at the 
club, having conversations with their teachers about the topic. They’re looking for the voice of the people. 
A lot of the people they interviewed for this year’s project were their peers. They went out into the larger 
community to ask their friends and adults, “When did an adult make a choice for you that impacted your life 
negatively or positively?”

Technical Training (Throughout): Youth learn the technical skills and terminology for the genre of their 
production (i.e., theater, film, photography, poetry). Experts are brought in as partners on the project to educate 
and work with teens to develop the skills they need to complete their projects.

Last year, when the youth were featured in a documentary, they learned how to use a camera, how to edit, how 
to take pictures, and how to storyboard. This year, where the project was a poetry and drama production, youth 
received technical training in voice lessons and performance technique. They also learned to write their own 
poetry using experiences in their lives.

La’Ketta uses her background in the arts to help the youth develop technical skills. Through free writing activities 
and theater improvisation games, La’Ketta asks the youth to gradually express more of themselves to the group and, 
along the way, she helps them build necessary performance skills that will be used in the final production. She said:

It’s easier for them to become a character through improv and say stuff then it is for them to directly say how 
they feel out loud.

Week 19–22: Community Presentation Planning. The community presentation is the focus for the second half 
of the year. In contrast with previous years, where the same youth were engaged from start to finish, during the 
2014-2015 year, new youth were invited in the middle of the year to audition for the performance. The young 
people who wrote the script during the first half of the year did not feel comfortable performing. The auditions 
meant that the group needed to re-establish its norms and expectations and build a new sense of community 
that appreciated the contribution of the original youth and welcomed the participation of the newly recruited 
youth. The group also needed to figure out how they would work with the Milwaukee High School of the Arts, 
which was partnering with BGCGM on the production. Youth from all groups were engaged in production 
decisions to ensure that everyone’s voice was heard.

Week 23–24: Community Presentation Logistics. Each presentation has taken place in a different venue 
over the three years since the program launched, depending on the intended audience and the nature of the 
work to be presented. The performance highlighted in this study took place in the atrium at the Milwaukee Art 
Museum with its beautiful, glass-ceiling. As part of preparation for the performance, youth visited the museum, 
had a tour and a discussion on the historical context of the space, and afterwards met with museum staff to 
establish the technical specifications for the performance area. La’Ketta said that for BGCGM youth and staff, 
“it’s important for them to see what goes on behind the scenes. We don’t just show up and it all happens.”

Week 25–28: Community Presentation Promotion. The youth played a large role in promotion of the 
performance. They were encouraged to use social media to invite their friends and families to the event. Youth 
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were also coached in how to deliver a television interview. The local news channel covered the performance 
and came to rehearsals the week leading up to the show to help youth prepare to be on camera. BGCGM staff 
worked with youth to teach them “to have the media work for them and not them working for the media,” as 
phrased by La’Ketta. 

Week 29–30: Community Presentation Occurs. The presentation was one night only, but during the week 
leading up to it, there were nightly technical rehearsals. The culminating show was an opportunity for youth to 
present their work back to the community from which the story came. The community heard the voice of the 
youth asking for change. For La’Ketta, this was a central aspect of the work:

The arts are so powerful because they provide safe spaces for expression. And when the community can 
receive and hear it, it changes.

Week 31–32: Debrief and Celebration. Amidst the heavy weight of the topics that CYHUN addresses, they 
make sure to build in time for fun and appreciation. At three times during the year—halfway through the 
program in December, again in the spring, and at the end of the program in May—they host celebrations 
where youth can bring their families and enjoy each other’s company. La’Ketta explained the importance of 
celebrations:

They need moments where it’s just about having fun and being together with our family because looking at 
trauma and sharing their stories can spark triggers. We want to make sure that they have support and know 
that life isn’t always that heavy; to always bring in the fun elements.

Offering Session Structure
Each CYHUN session follows a routine that creates a safe, predictable space for youth to engage.

Beginning of the session: Each session begins with an icebreaker to reconnect the group and establish 
teamwork as well as act as a stress release for the participants. The Brotherhood/SisterSol Curriculum 
(brotherhood-sistersol.org) is used for this activity.

Session activity: Teens partake in an “activating activity” to provide effective communication within the group 
on particular topics. Because the topics are sometimes emotional, a follow-up conversation follows the activity 
to allow for reflection.
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Closing: Each session ends with the teens forming a “Cypher Circle” to lift the spirits of the youth and further 
establish their sense of community.

Agape Love: Underlying the decisions staff make with youth is the concept of agape love, a compassionate and 
forgiving love for all people. Agape love is almost unconditional, and allows room for people to be human, make 
mistakes, and return to a place of healing and safety. Natalie explained what this looks like at CYHUN:

So, no matter what happens the session before, no matter what happens the day before, every day is an 
opportunity for you to begin again and to start fresh. If you’re having a bad day and you’re messing up our 
group dynamic, it’s cool, we’re going to let you have this moment, but we’re going to come back and we’re 
going to fix it and it’s going to be better the next time.

Abiding by this philosophy demonstrates to youth that learning emotion management strategies is an ongoing 
process. For staff at CYHUN, voicing and demonstrating love for the youth reinforces for youth what positive 
relationships look like. La’Ketta said:

A lot of these young kids, they’ve never been told that somebody loves them. From the beginning, we say 
that all time. It’s like, “We love you.” And they’re, in the beginning, like, “Oh my goodness. That’s just stupid.” 
Their faces frown up. “What in the world? Love? Whatever.” But we say it every session. So many of these kids 
have never said I love you without wanting something, and that’s amazing to me.

Natalie Cooper shared a time when it was discovered that a young man who had emerged as a leader in the 
program had been living at home without electricity for several months:

When he called me crying, I said “What is going on?” He was devastated because we’d gotten him a job and 
he’d given his mother every penny of his paycheck, but it wasn’t enough because she owed, like, $3000 on 
her electric bill. I called La’Ketta and Janay and told them we had a crisis to deal with, we’ve got to figure out 
what’s going on. Because anytime a young black male calls somebody crying he’s at his breaking point. And 
then he broke it down for me that he hadn’t had lights since April, and this was like May or July.

The staff responded as a team, calling on their agency’s resources and working together to get the family 
financial support to get the lights turned on. But most important, they responded to the young man in the 
moment he needed it, and helped support him through the situation.

The CYHUN staff use tough love, too. Part of coaching youth through emotional situations is helping them to see 
that they’ll be better off on the other side of it, that persevering through pain and strife leads to better things. 
La’Ketta said:

I tell the kids, “It’s not that I don’t care what you’ve been through, but that’s not an excuse for you to give 
up. There’s a lot of work to be done, and this work is extremely taxing.” It’s rewarding when you see the 
transformation of the kids because you know that they were on the verge of being X’d out of life.

In the end, the youth persevere, due in large part because of the dedication of the staff who are right there with 
them through it all. Natalie said:

She [La’Ketta] does her Amen Hand or whatever—they know there’s a connection, be it her face turning red 
or a tear trickling down her face. They know staff are present and truly empathize with what the youth are 
dealing with. That connection is a motivating factor for the kids to stay in it through the end. They know that 
staff’s got them. When it’s all said and done, they have their backs. There’s no question.

144 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



QUIARA’S STORY
Quiara is one example of a youth who was very reserved upon entering CYHUN, but had an emotional 
breakthrough while participating in a session. At the beginning, Quiara seldom smiled and often spoke in a tone 
that indicated she was angry; she usually sat in the corner and spoke very few words. One day she volunteered 
to participate and read her story to the group. After sharing, Quiara broke down crying and left the room. The 
adult facilitating the session went after Quiara and brought her back into the group. While Quiara sat in front of 
her peers, each person shared how much she impacted his or her life and how much she meant to them. The 
following week, Quiara surprised the group with an original poem she wrote that expressed her journey through 
life and as a participant in CYHUN. Quiara truly flourished in front of the group and continues to show great 
strength and willingness to share every week.

Growing up in these streets they raised me.
Joined the Boys & Girls Club
I think they saved me
If it weren’t for them where would I be
Where would I be
I would be selling drugs or out here buying guns trying to rob people and taking their life because of my pain
Where would I be
Now days life is just waking up you can’t walk down the street without worrying about your life
Life is just crazy
Where would I be
Might would have dropped out, but now I have been saved they saved me
Joined a couple of sports now life just amazes me
Where would I be
Where would I be growing up momma gone somewhere nowhere to be found daddy gone dead beat
Where would I be
Where would I be granny raised me
But the streets changed me used to think life was a joke man 
Where would I be used to fight everybody to prove my granny ain’t raised no punk
Teachers used to didn’t pay me no mind 
Where would I be
Used to didn’t go to school used to didn’t know my worth
Where would I be with out LBC 
Where would I be
Life was crazy
Lost my granny everything went backwards stop going to the Boys & Girls Club stopped going to school
I realize I had my own future
Man where would I be
These drugs now days give away pain but not serious memories
Where would I be
Family members that think you’re going to be pregnant before you hit high school
I guess I’m gone be prove them wrong
Where would I be
Used to keep everything in till I joined Can You Hear Us Now?
Finally I think somebody can hear and feel my pain real life has changed me
Where would I be
My poem has no periods because I thought my life had bad memories
Would never stop
Can You Hear me now
Can You Hear me?

 —Quiara
Quiara’s Video:
https://vimeo.com/89708166
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