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Jennifer Rodriguez:

Good morning, QPI. I hope that you enjoyed the first day of the conference and are looking forward to 
the second day together. I'm really excited to be able to introduce our next session where you're going 
to get to hear from the Young Women's Freedom Center, which is an incredible organization of system-
impacted girls and women and trans and gender-non-conforming folk, about their Freedom Research 
Institute's new research with girls who shared recommendations on improving foster care. The Young 
Women's Freedom Center with YLC's partners in our advocacy work to end county incarceration of 
children in California, and they've been working for the past three decades to organize girls, young 
women, and gender-non-confirming folk who are impacted by incarceration, by the street economy, and 
other systems, organize them for change in order to push against criminalization, and push for girls' 
humanity.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

When I had the chance to first hear about their research and their findings, I wanted to make sure that 
everyone, absolutely everyone who works in foster care also heard. This research gives us a chance to 
hear from girls that we often do not hear from because they're no longer in our care. Girls who we failed 
deeply in foster care, who have been pushed into the delinquency system. Girls who are receiving not 
quality parenting but are sitting behind bars or forging for themselves out on the street. Who are these 
girls? Well, we know that they're overwhelmingly Black, Brown, and Indigenous girls. We know that they 
are nearly three times more likely to get pushed into the delinquency system if they're placed in a bed in 
a group home, rather than in a family where they can get quality parenting. We know that they're 
children that we subject to multiple placements.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

In fact, we know some very concrete data about who they are. Earlier this year, we had some research, 
probably the most comprehensive research that has been done on this population, come out of Los 
Angeles, and here is what we found. For youth who are involved with foster care and juvenile justice, we 
know that female and Black youth are more likely to have had contact with both systems, and we know 
that for youth who have had contact with child welfare and juvenile justice, contact with foster care 
almost always came first. Our failings in foster care are what are pushing youth into the juvenile justice 
system.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Perhaps most disturbing, we know that the outcomes for youth in the juvenile justice system are 
associated with how much involvement youth had in foster care. The more they've been involved with 
foster care, the longer they've been in placements, the more placements they've had, the more likely 
they are to have serious juvenile justice involvement, such as higher levels of juvenile hall detention, 
intrusive interventions, violent charges, and recidivism. This is a group that we must do better for. These 
are girls who have experienced commercial sexual exploitation, they've experienced abuse and neglect, 
not just in their families of origin, but unfortunately, also in the foster care system. They're girls who 
we're not keeping the QPI commitment of excellent parenting to.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

While the research that you will hear from today from the Young Women's Freedom Center, while it's 
from California, it's not isolated to California. We're failing girls of color across the country. The recent 
killing of Ma'Khia Bryant by law enforcement in Ohio outside her foster home has demonstrated that 
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when we fail to make it our charge to ensure our girls are loved and nurtured, we place them directly in 
harm's way. Details about Ma'Khia's life in foster care are still emerging, but it's clear that in foster care, 
she did not receive the only thing that can really provide the protection from harm that children need: 
excellent parenting in a loving home. Similarly, you're now going to hear from other girls, girls like 
Ke'Onda and Paris from Florida Youth SHINE, who are again leading through sharing their experiences 
and life in Florida Youth SHINE's digital stories.

Video:

I keep a suitcase. Sometimes it's a trash bag if I don't have a suitcase, but it's always packed. Usually it's 
beside whatever bed I'm sleeping in in whatever group home, sometimes in a corner, but it's always 
where I can see it. Once I had a black one, an old-fashioned white suitcase with a strap and not a handle, 
then a rolling brown one, a tan one with two pockets in the front. Once I had a blue duffel bag, and then 
a red one. I have a suitcase until it gets stolen. I need to be ready to go. Sometimes I get there on 
Monday and Wednesday they come and get me. "Let's go."

Video:

I don't usually know why. Sometimes it's a better place, they say, but it's never a home. Always a group 
home. Once it was for rehab. I heard it was fun, so I went. Before that, I hadn't been anywhere for more 
than a month. Do you know how many times I've had to leave, or how many times someone has taken 
my stuff? When I was 10, my sister had gave me a black rock and roll shirt. It had a pink guitar on it. The 
words were in purple. I loved that shirt because she gave it to me. On Christmas Day, I looked for it 
everywhere. I didn't see it for three years, until I saw someone else wearing it.

Video:

When I was 15, I ran away from another group home. I was staying at a friend's house. I left my clothes 
in her room. DCF came to get me when I was in science class. I never got to get my clothes. My case 
worker didn't get them for me either. When I was 16, at another group home, I came back and my room 
was trashed. My deodorant was gone, they took my hair products, even my toothbrush. Those things 
aren't easy to buy. After I aged out of foster care, I had a suitcase with all my important documents in it. 
They gave me a yellow folder with my birth certificate, social security card, anything that has to do with 
me. My entire life in a suitcase.

Video:

(silence)

Video:

People tell me that I'm too pretty to be on the path I was on, or I'm too pretty to be found dead in a 
ditch somewhere. I never understood why people said that as if my life only mattered because of how I 
look on the outside. At a young age, I was forced to grow up. I was placed in foster care multiple times. I 
didn't trust anybody but I constantly feened for love and attention. Instead of finding that in a home, I 
found it in the streets. My crew treating my like I was a part of their family. They introduced me to 
drugs, my first gun, and taught me what was expected and what won't be tolerated. I was happy to be 
part of a family.

Video:
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Later, after constantly violating probation, my probation officer decided to send me to a program. One 
day, while in the program, we were watching a movie. The room we were in was called a day room. It 
had windows, but the windows were not to outside, but to a blank wall facing the unit. We had to sit in 
plastic chairs which were hard and noisy. The room was filled with both genders, boys on one side and 
girls on the other. We weren't allowed to be close to each other. The movie showed people that lived 
the same life I was living, but they were either in prison or dead. Most of the things they showed the 
men doing until the age of 30, I had already done in two years. My life would be 10 times worse if I had 
kept it up.

Video:

I finally told myself, "No. I can't do this anymore," so I made plans to remove all the negative influences 
in my life. It hurt to realize that all the negative influences were the ones I once called family. Although it 
hurt, removing the negative influences was the best thing I could have done for myself. After I was 
released from my program, I got off probation and stopped smoking. I'm now 16. My restitution is paid 
off. I'm staying out of trouble, getting way better grades, while helping other students with their 
academics. Even though I am doing better, I still struggle, but I always try to push through and stay 10 
toes down, because I never realized how strong I was until being strong was the only choice I had.

Video:

(silence)

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Our commitment has to be for change for girls, and in this session, you will hear about what youth want 
you to do to ensure that not one more of them is criminalized, not one more of them is thrown away. I 
hope you will be excited as I am to hear the recommendations and to learn from the Young Women's 
Freedom Center. Now going to turn this over to Alezandra, [Jocie 00:12:22], and Marcy, all of whom are 
extraordinary leaders who took time out of their busy lives to bring you the charge to change your 
practice to make sure every girl in your system is loved and seen, to make sure that you fulfill the QPI 
promise to them. Thank you.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Hello, everyone. Thank you so much for joining us today to talk about transforming the foster care 
system by listening to our community experts. I just want to say that the term community experts 
actually refers to what people would normally call research participants, but my coresearcher, Jocelyn 
Mati, coined this term to honor the expertise of all the people that we interviewed. Marcy and Jocelyn 
and I are so happy to be here with you all today and share stories and recommendations from 51 people 
that we spoke to. We're all part of the Young Women's Freedom Center. We're located in San Francisco. 
We're a grassroots organization that works with young people, specifically girls, gender-non-confirming 
folks, and trans girls who have been incarcerated, in the foster care system, work in the underground 
street economy. As an organization, we do a lot of liberation work, and we teach inside of detention 
centers. We also do policy reform, both at the local level, at the county level, and the state level in 
California.

Alezandra Melendrez:

More recently, we've been expanding our research department. We do a lot of participatory research 
which Jocelyn will share in a little bit. Our first research project, we started almost two years ago, and 
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we interviewed 100 community experts from San Francisco. Our original sample included anyone that 
was in the foster care system, the juvenile delinquency system, or the adult criminal system, and we did 
life course interviews, so we really looked at people's lives starting right when they were little all the 
way to they were an adult and how they sort of navigated multiple institutional systems. We really 
centered their expertise, and we asked a lot about, "How do you think the system did? What are your 
recommendations for making it better? What could people have done differently?" And really allowed 
people to contextualize their stories beyond just the quantitative data.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Today, we'll be sharing research from our latest report, Through Their Eyes. This report specifically 
looked at 51 of the people in those interviews that were involved in San Francisco's juvenile justice 
system. In our presentation today, we'll be talking about those people that were both involved in the 
juvenile justice system and the foster care system, so we're looking at their specific recommendations 
around foster care. While this is San-Francisco-based, a lot of these young people actually in foster care 
moved around throughout the state of California, if they were going to group homes or different 
settings, and so we do hope that the recommendations and findings really are pertinent for folks all 
across the United States to really think about centering the perspective of the young people when they 
are in foster care. Now I'm going to hand it over to Jocie to talk about our participatory research model.

Jocelyn Mati:

My name is Jocelyn Mati. I'm part of the Research Institute for the Young Women's Freedom Center, 
and I'm here to talk about why youth participatory action research is important. I believe youth 
participatory action research is important because it amplifies what us as young people, us as young 
adults, go through, as younger folks who are most credible to conduct a research. We are the expert in 
our lives because of our lived experiences. Here with the original team, Lucero, Shai, Lillyana, and also 
including Jazmine, each person involved has their own expertise, so for us to be a part of the creative 
part of this research, what type of questions should we ask, how do we word our questions, and what 
will relate to our folks most?

Jocelyn Mati:

The research is organically and community-based rooted. It's important to have youth be a part of every 
step because this is our lives that you guys are talking about. We are the foundation of this research. 
Right here will be the data analysis team. I was the lead of this data analysis team. Back in 2019, it was a 
challenge. It was tough leading this data analysis team, any time when we're breaking down anything to 
its core problems. We all managed to break down this data to the core problems, and we learned how 
to code the interview by recognizing and highlighting the pain behind these interviews. We learned the 
use of qualitative and quantitative data. We created themes out of these categories, out of these 
interviews, and to read over these interviews was reliving a lot of trauma. Having to go back to those 
lived experiences and understand why we are doing what we're doing now.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Thank you so much, Jocelyn, for sharing that. The next section of our presentation is all about the 
different themes that arose from the interview data. The team that Jocie lead to do the content analysis 
of the data, they came up with the analytical framework for all the different themes that arose, so this 
really centered the experience of the interviews and also young people who were involved in the system 
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created the codes and categories for all of our data. Jocelyn and Marcy, who is an expert in foster care, 
will tell you about the data that our community experts shared with us.

Jocelyn Mati:

Foster youth acquired new criminal charges related to their status in the foster care system. A 
community expert said, "The CPS worker was eligible to put more warrants out on me, and they would 
pick me up on the warrants. It had a lot to do with CPS." Community experts expressed confusion about 
the role of their CPS worked and probation officer because it was not always clear who had jurisdiction 
to detain them or make placement decisions. Too often, the youth's wellbeing and perspective was not 
what guided the placement decision.

Marcy Valenzuela:

As a person who's experienced both foster care and probation, I'm able to say that all of this is very 
confusing and frustrating. Things now like running away, which is a fight or flight response, can now lead 
a young person to experiencing yet another traumatic experience, like ending up in juvenile hall, 
whereas running away may have been the only way of escape and safety for the person at their original 
home. Or also, young people who don't know who their workers are or their advocates are just going to 
assume everybody is bad, and this could lead to acting out or disrespect, and again, adults who have the 
power can use this behavior as a reason to put the child away and just title them as being bad. Youth 
who were previously seen as victims and entered the foster care system now are seen as criminals, 
right, once they have this record with them. All of this leads to just seeing the entanglement between 
foster care and probation.

Jocelyn Mati:

"I had called somebody that was in the city, one of my friends. I asked them to come pick me up and I 
left. I went on the run again and I was homeless." The vast majority of experts placed in group homes 
ran away because too few options existed to address their concerns. Experts repeatedly questioned why 
the foster care system did not do a better job of screening and assessing foster care parents and group 
homes to ensure that they were placed in a safe environment.

Marcy Valenzuela:

All youth deserve to be safe and feel loved and wanted, and unfortunately, this isn't the reality in our 
group homes. Again, trauma responses lead to arrest. If a young person is fighting because their things 
are getting stolen or because somebody has an attitude, this shouldn't lead to somebody going back to 
juvenile hall or a new charge. This should be seen as a young person who has experienced a lot of 
trauma, and working with them. For example, when I was in a group home, a girl stole my only pictures I 
had of my brother and my dad, and so of course, I'm going to fight, right, because that's all I know and 
that was my only prized possession at age 16.

Marcy Valenzuela:

These type of incidents that should never lead to a young person going back into juvenile hall are seen 
as bad and put on such a restrictive living style. We just want to really emphasize that just because a 
young person is going through these experiences, they should still have the love and respect as any 
young person, as your child, as your neighbor's child, you know? These are very difficult situations, living 
in group homes, and living in placements where there's a lot of people. A lot of people with a lot of 
trauma.
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Jocelyn Mati:

Waiting for placement. While foster youth were waiting for a new placement, they were incarcerated at 
JJC because the system could not find an immediate foster home or a group home for them. A 
community expert said, "The group homes there wouldn't take me, the ones in Fresno. The all-girls 
group homes wouldn't take me either." Experts outlined a process where detained youth are 
interviewed by group homes if they are a placement fit, an emotionally challenging and distressing 
process that for many caused long waits while remaining incarcerated.

Jocelyn Mati:

A community expert said, "Maybe three months. Three to six months. My mom had a CPS case and 
because I was a ward of the court, they were holding me in there on the prostitution case, but also 
because I was a ward of the court. They'd say I was a 5150. I was out of control. My mom, they said she 
couldn't handle me, so they were holding me to find me a group home." Another community expert 
said, "The placement shit, because you'd get pumped thinking, "I got an interview. 'I'll call you up for an 
interview.' It's just like you're waiting for your PO to tell you if they accept you or not. I'm like, 'What the 
fuck is that? Why would why even waste my time?" Basically, it's a pick or choose type thing. It's like 
they make you feel like you're at the pound or something. The wait, too. It should be some type of thing 
where you could be still free with your family."

Marcy Valenzuela:

Young people should never feel this. Love and acceptance should never be conditional. This leads to 
deep beliefs that they are not worthy and that they are not enough. This continues into adulthood, and 
the thing about children is that they do grow up, and they grow up to be adults, so now we have adults 
with this deep belief that they are not enough and they are not worthy.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Thank you so much, Jocelyn and Marcy, for talking about those three different themes. Those are 
basically all different ways that the community experts spoke about being pushed deeper into the 
juvenile delinquency system because they were part of the foster care system. If they hadn't been in the 
group home, they wouldn't have picked up these additional charges, and they were monitored in this 
way that really didn't support their needs and just further criminalized them when they really needed 
love and support when they were growing up.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Our next two themes that we're presenting are their recommendations. The community experts 
reflected on what could have made a difference, what are the things that they really needed during their 
childhood, and Jocie will share the first one. This was the placement self-advocacy was a huge thing that 
foster care youth shared with us that they really wanted to be part of the process, have it be 
collaborative and really have people listen to them and meet their needs.

Jocelyn Mati:

When youth are placed in an out-of-home placement, they want to be a part of the decision-making 
process. They want to remain as close to their communities as possible to maintain important ties to 
loved ones. A community expert said, "That's how they punish children, by trying to move them far 
away, trying to get them out of their safe haven, and things like that." Community experts advocated for 
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their perspective to be honored by probation officers, social workers, and judges. They wanted input on 
their placements to consider the safest option and where they were best equipped to meet life goals, 
like graduating from high school.

Jocelyn Mati:

A community expert said, "It should have been my option if I wanted to move back or not. I felt like I 
was forced to move back, and I really didn't want to. I mean, I was doing fine where I was all the time. I 
felt like if I would have stayed where I was, I feel like I wouldn't be in jail, in and out of jail. I wouldn't be 
struggling. I feel like I would have had a better opportunity to stay where I was at. I'm old enough to 
make that decision on my own."

Jocelyn Mati:

Another one said, "That's how they punish children by trying to move them far away, trying to get them 
out of their safe haven and things like that. That's not a good fit for children. That's not a good thing at 
all. If you're a native of San Francisco and they had to move you all the way to Timbuktu, that's not going 
to do anything for you. You can't go there, you're just going to cause the next person hell. Excuse my 
language. That's what happens. A lot of the youth, they move very far away. They find their way back to 
the city. They come back to the program.

Jocelyn Mati:

I've seen a lot of my friends get displaced out of San Francisco or folks, and even for my cousin who got 
tooken away from my family, CPS, he left his group home to come right back to my family's house. I feel 
like a lot of the time, if you just center what they are voicing and actually honor what they're saying, we 
will have better solutions.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Although all this information has come from our survey and our young folks who are 18 to 29, this still 
continues today. I currently am working with a young person who feels so powerless because she was 
placed in a foster home and then placed into a placement... She went from a foster home to a group 
home because she was on probation, and most recently, her roommate, who was 15, was recently 
murdered. Their group home is right on the track.

Marcy Valenzuela:

This girl should not have to grieve in the same group home that her best friend was pretty much taken 
out from by a pimp and murdered. She deserves to be placed in a place where she's able to grieve and 
feel loved, but unfortunately, she has no say, and although that we're trying to advocate for her to be 
moved, because of her history, she is still placed in this group home. But our young folks don't deserve 
to feel like that have no power or they have no say. They deserve to feel love. They deserve to be in 
homes. This continues to this day. This isn't just something that happened years ago, but this is 
happening in all our cities.

Alezandra Melendrez:

I think one thing that really stood out to me in this, for the placement self-advocacy theme, is that young 
people are different and need different things, and so as a system, it's definitely really hard to 
implement something because you make it the same for all of the young people. For example, for this, 
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some of the young people that we spoke to were like, "I need to be in San Francisco. That's where my 
community is. That's where I feel most supported," and they wanted that. Other young people were 
moved outside of the city and they said, "Actually, I'm safer here and I'm doing well in school. I want to 
stay."

Alezandra Melendrez:

It's really important to not make these unilateral decisions for all youth, but instead, to ask them what 
they need, what their goals are, and then make collaborative plans with them around that, because 
when that doesn't happen, that's what Marcy's bringing up, is that a lot of the kids then run away and 
they either go back home or they go back where they felt safe, and then that creates a system where 
they are kind of pushed into the underground street economy and more harm occurs. It's just so 
important that they are listened to, and they, I would say, just generally expressed a lot of confusion 
about the decisions being made. No one explained to them what was happening when or why, and that 
just made them feel really unsafe and not trusting of the system.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Our next and final theme is what could have made a difference. The community experts reflected on 
what could the systems have done that would have made a difficult situation a little bit easier for them.

Jocelyn Mati:

Services that address root causes. Youth recommend that programs and services address the root 
causes of their delinquency involvement related to poverty and trauma. "I would've like for them to 
actually help me with my education, help me with seeking therapy." Community experts yearned for 
system providers to build positive relationships and for them to understand their perspectives and life 
histories. They wanted services that addressed their holistic needs, preparing them to enter adulthood 
in a successful and self-determined way. Yep.

Jocelyn Mati:

A community expert said, "Definitely more support from the system, because I felt like, 'I don't have 
family. I have to lean on the system.' I felt like I wasn't supported. They weren't trying to listen to what I 
needed. My biggest thing was staying in the city, and they weren't trying to help me with that. And more 
trying to connect with us. I never felt anyone was trying to understand where I was. They weren't 
connecting with me. I never felt a connection like that. That's really important for a child to connect to 
the workers, because you're in my life, right?"

Jocelyn Mati:

Another community expert said, "There's so much stuff that they could've offered me. I would've liked 
them to actually help me with my education, help me with me seeking therapy. Not jumping to 
conclusions, because they were like, 'I was an out of control teen,' but I actually had problems. I had 
meningitis when I was two. That affects my education now, to this day. They didn't focus on that." I 
think it's so sad. I believe it's so sad to hear how the youth know exactly what they want, know exactly 
what they need, and still yet they're still getting pushed aside and ignored and silenced, and when you 
come forward like they're saying things like this, you have to go into their history and understand where 
these kids through, what they've been through, and not just jump to conclusions, like they said.

Marcy Valenzuela:
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Just like how Jocelyn said, our young people know what they want, and what they really want is just to 
feel heard and to... Because being in the system is already difficult enough, but to have to navigate a 
system on their own, by themselves, without a trusted adult, is even more difficult. Really, our young 
people just really want to feel heard, loved, understood, because they know what they need and they 
want you to hear them.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Just to wrap up, this was our last slide, I think that the community experts, they were in the system and 
there were a lot of resources provided to them, and I think what came out through the interview 
process was just that they didn't connect with the support services that they received through the 
system. Say if they had a therapist or different people and they really just yearned for having a deeper 
connection with the service providers, whether it be their social worker or a therapist or anyone else, 
and they wanted people to really think about, what are the skills that they need to grow up? They just 
didn't feel like the system supported them with that.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Some of the things that they wanted to do... I mean, almost unilaterally, all of the community experts 
wanted to earn an income. They needed to earn money, and if they weren't able to do that through 
formal routes through the system, they then worked in the underground street economy to make sure 
their basic needs were met. Many of them did complain about not having enough food or clothing when 
they were in group homes, and so they had to resort to other means to get that for themselves, and 
many people were interested in therapy but they felt uncomfortable receiving it through these really 
formal routes, where they felt people would tell on them or get them in trouble because it was through 
the system. They wanted more culturally-responsive modalities to kind of work on their own healing in a 
way that's more self-determined.

Alezandra Melendrez:

We're each going to just share... I know all of you here today work with young people and you support 
them and you want the best for them, so we're all going to end with one thing that really stood out to us 
that we want you to consider when you have that young person in front of you. I'll go first. I think after 
listening to all of these interviews and speaking to these young people, the thing that just really stood 
out to me the most was just the fact that these are kids who deserve to have a joyful childhood, and as 
they were in both the juvenile justice system and the foster care system, that was just never part of the 
conversation.

Alezandra Melendrez:

I think that a lot of the services they did get were kind of criminalizing them, positioning them as if 
something was wrong with them. One of the people we spoke to talked about being in one setting 
where they would take her out to museums and doing fun stuff and how impactful that was for her. I 
think that part of the conversation for foster care youth has to be how to implement structures of joy 
and just fun so that kids can enjoy their childhood. That's part of most kids' childhood, and it should also 
be heavily considered when thinking about foster care youth. Jocie, do you want to share what you want 
folks to consider when they work with young people?

Jocelyn Mati:
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Yeah. I want adults and folks, or whoever works with young folks, to center their voices and actually give 
young folks the respect and the dignity that they deserve. A lot of times, we reiterate this phrase, the 
kids are our future. What are we doing to really see that happen? I want the youth to be honored, what 
they're saying, and to be lifted up and platformed when they're actually speaking, when the mic is on. I 
want these kids to not be adultified, and adultification. I want these kids to have the respect that they 
deserve, but never know responsibilities where they're... And they're not like an adult. Yeah. Like 
Alezandra mentioned, for these kids to just be safe and have joy in their life.

Marcy Valenzuela:

I want to agree with everything that has been said, and also focus on love and respect. I feel like all our 
young people need love, and the power of one, right? One person just truly believing in them, seeing 
them, hearing them. 15 years ago, everybody would have said I would have ended up in prison, but 
because of one person who truly believed in me past placement, past everything, and continued to 
support me, has really uplifted my life and changed the trajectory. Every person deserves to have at 
least one person, and honestly, practicing forgiveness. Forgiving them will help them forgive themselves, 
right? And so not criminalizing them for the trauma responses, not criminalizing for the things that 
they've done, but seeing them as young people who deserve, who are worthy of love and respect.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Thank you, Jocelyn and Marcy, for presenting with me today. We are very happy to speak to you all 
during the Q&A.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Thank you so much for that really powerful presentation and for sharing all of the wisdom that you both 
carry in yourself and that you learned during this participatory research project. We have lots of chat 
happening, as well as questions for you all. People are really excited about learning more about this 
group of young people that honestly, our system doesn't remember and hear from very frequently. 
Once youth are pushed out of foster care into the delinquency system, even if they're moving back and 
forth, we frequently forget about their needs. We have lots of questions, but I want to just start with 
Alezandra. Can you share just a little bit more about why you chose to do this participatory research and 
why it was so important to have a different way of hearing young people that's just beyond the 
numbers, where youth had more say?

Alezandra Melendrez:

Yeah. I would say there was two kind of separate reasons why we should this work was so important. 
One was a lot of the youth participatory research that exists, the model usually is an outside researcher 
coming in and working with a young person for a few hours, maybe over the course of a year or less. At 
the Young Women's Freedom Center, we're a leadership organization that really invests in the 
leadership of young people who are impacted by these systems, and so this research project felt very 
different because I was a full-time staff and the coresearchers were my colleagues and we were all full-
time staff together, so the level of investment in their personal leadership looked really different. They 
were able to carry out a really large majority of the research. They did the outreach. They ran every 
interview. They did the data analysis, and at each point, we trained them, and so I think that for us, it 
wasn't just about the research, but creating pathways for young people to become researchers and to 
gain that knowledge.
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Alezandra Melendrez:

Then in terms of the actual what we researched, a lot of the information that's out there is quantitative, 
kind of where are girls, how are they moving through systems, and we really wanted to explore what the 
experience was from their perspective. If I were to do that by myself, that certainly wouldn't be the 
same as someone who's from San Francisco and in those systems, and so by doing the participatory 
research, we were really able to, from the perspective of those young people, have them really share 
what this was like and have this really honest and frank conversation, which I think is harder in more 
traditional research settings. We are a grassroots community-based organization, so it was just a very 
different feel and opportunity for young people to share their experience.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Thank you. I think that's so important for all of our QPI participants to hear as they're exploring different 
ways of really getting youth involvement and engagement in QPI site work. This idea of partnering with 
community-based organizations who make it their work to form deep relationships and really hear the 
experiences of young people and elevate them is really important. I will start here with questions. We 
have so many for you guys. Keep them coming, audience. The first question here is, with the shortage of 
foster homes nationally and even less homes that are willing to take teenagers, how do we change the 
system to keep older children connected to and in their communities? Can you share a little bit about 
what you heard in your research about what girls and young women want?

Alezandra Melendrez:

I think one of the things that really came up was they wanted to identify a friend or family member who 
they could stay with, but they weren't... Maybe it wasn't their direct parent, but there was someone in 
their community who they could stay with, and because of the certification process to become a foster 
care parent and sort of the requirements around that and the length of time, that's just a hard... That 
wasn't always easy, and they did often feel like they weren't part of that decision-making process, and it 
was automatically a group home when there really was someone that they could identify as able to 
support them. I don't know if Jocie and Marcy, you have any insight into what young people want?

Jocelyn Mati:

Marcy, do you want it? I'll say something real quick. I think for allowing the older youth to stay 
connected with their original roots is to make sure that you guys go back and revisit what they've 
missed, what they lacked. They're still probably carrying that weight until now, until probably now. 
Healing is not a healing overnight process. They're still working out those unfortunately events and 
those issues, so I think to revisit those traumas with older adult youth is to go back and honor what they 
went through and listen to what they've been through and what they need.

Marcy Valenzuela:

For myself, I mean, the youth I work with now, a few of them are still in care, and yeah, wanting to just 
be with people in their communities or family members, but I think it's just kind of one of those things 
where it's like spreading the word about how older youth still want to be in homes. I think that's 
sometimes a misconception of foster parents, not knowing that there is older youth that want to still be 
in homes. I actually had a youth the other day that was talking about, "Man, nobody wants to take me." 
She's 17 and she's getting ready to graduate, and I was telling her about adult adoptions, how that's still 
a thing, and people still want young people. I think really building those connections with folks in our 
community and our older youth, I think that's super important, and so we could build those connections 
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and relationships because I think that's what it really comes down to, relationship building, and letting 
people know that our older folks do want to be in homes.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Thank you so much. I think those are two really important points. One is that when young people 
identify family or friends or parents of friends that might be potential options for them to live with, our 
system has to do a better job around being creative and making sure that we address any barriers to 
getting youth living in those homes, and then additionally, really listening to youths' wants for a family 
and making sure that the community understand that these are young people who want to be home. 
They want to be in a family. They want to be connected, sort of sharing that QPI message everywhere. 
Great. Marcy, if I could just stay with you for a second, any insight onto if we're able to find families for 
these young people? What kind of supports do both the youth and the family need to really be able to 
provide the parenting and the childhood that these youth deserve?

Marcy Valenzuela:

I would say... I have experience, right? I did raise my three younger siblings, and I recognize I didn't 
actually get a lot of support. Some of the things that I wish that I would have had was just even 
parenting or connections on how to work with older youth. Just any other teenager, right? And even 
though they were my siblings, I still had that power struggle and just learning on how to transition from 
just a sister to a parental figure, and having... Not so much with DCFS. I think community more, you 
know? When I'm thinking support, I'm not thinking specifically from the department. I'm thinking from 
resources within our community, either whether it's a community center, or even other parents, right?

Marcy Valenzuela:

I think that's something that would have really helped, some type of... Like with the Young Women's 
Freedom Center, we're teaching our young folk how to grow and mature and build connections. I think 
that's the main point, is that building connections point, so for our older folks and for our young people, 
right, because also transitioning from place to place and even building connection, that could be really 
scary, as well. I'm not trying to paint this beautiful picture. It's still part of life and that insecurity, "I'm 
not sure if this is real," all those different things. I think our part in teaching our young folks how to build 
connection and then also our foster parents and caretakers and just support on how to work with our 
young people.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

I love that, that that's the most important thing we could do for both our youth and our families, is to 
focus on building the connections and the relationships that are going to hold them not just while 
they're involved with the system but for the whole rest of their lives. I think what you bring up is so 
important. We have a lot of siblings, young people who age out of care, who then are parenting their 
younger siblings, and we really owe a special effort and responsibility to supporting those youth in their 
parenting, and like you said, it may not be the way that foster care currently thinks about building 
supports, not things that are inside the system, but really that feel like family, like extended family to 
hold you while you're doing this hard work.

Jennifer Rodriguez:
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All right. Our next question here is, how can I help a teen that pushes against the help that's being 
offered? I'm sure that you heard quite a bit of that from this in your research study, so thoughts about 
help when youth are resistant?

Alezandra Melendrez:

I feel like Marcy or Jocelyn, you might be better positioned to answer, but I'm happy to if you...

Jocelyn Mati:

Marcy, do you want to go first? I've got something to say.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Why don't you go, Jocelyn? Just start, all right?

Jocelyn Mati:

Okay. I say when a youth resists the help being offered, what kind of help is that? Is that help centering 
what they need? Did you ask them, "Is this the help that will work best for you?" Don't assume just 
because you know better, because you have the resources to provide this youth, that you already have 
the solutions and the answers to this youth's problems. I think most of the time you need to ask the 
youth, "How can I best support you? How can I best help you? What works best for you?" And not really 
taking over that part for them, that decision making. I think more so letting them guide that for adults, 
and not adults guiding that for the youth.

Marcy Valenzuela:

I would agree with you, Jocelyn. Really centering the young person and their wants and needs, and 
although we may not completely agree with it, right? When a young person's feeling like it's our agenda, 
then of course, that resistance is going to be there, but I also feel like that's also part of the journey, is 
that resistance, right? That's part of their control, is like, "I'm able to not have this. I don't want this. This 
may not be real."

Marcy Valenzuela:

I think us, as adults, or providers and what not, not taking that personal, you know? That this person is 
still developing. Their brain's not even fully developed, and all the trauma that they've been through, 
and I think sometimes we take it personal. I know I definitely have, like with my brother, right? It's just 
like, "What the heck? I'm trying to... I'm the number one person, dude. I know all the resources and 
you're still resisting," you know? So it's like... But I think that's part of just learning to love and learning 
to... If they are trusting that, "Are you going to really come back after I say, 'No, I don't want this,'" you 
know? I think that it's just all a process, but it can be really difficult. It can be really frustrating, so I'm not 
dismissing that, but I think continuing to show up and really centering what they want and what they 
need.

Alezandra Melendrez:

Something that came up a lot, and I was a formed special education public school teacher in New York, 
that came up a lot from the people that we interviewed was just they kept saying, "These people didn't 
love me or care about me." Being on the other side of that, I know that people... That would be hard to 
hear, right? We do care about these young people, so really taking the time to sit and saying, "I care 
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about you. Let's have a meal together. What's going on?" Being patient and listening and open and 
really vocalizing that care and demonstrating that to build the relationship, you know? I think. But 
without the constraints of, "You need to do this, this, and that," I think is really helpful.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Mm-hmm (affirmative).

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Those are excellent points. I think both making sure that we are thinking about adolescent development 
and what we know and embedding that into any process of working with young people and anticipating, 
like both Marcy and Jocelyn point out, what that's going to involve. Giving young people a sense of 
control, knowing that it's literally the work of adolescents to be pushing against the adults and to be 
paving their own way, and for the adults to get really, really good at what Marcy points out is really 
hard, not taking things personally. And Alezandra, you're pointing out that the way forward is in 
relationships, that that is the most important intervention, and that anything that we're thinking of sort 
of packaging for a young person has to be in the form of relationships and caring and connection.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

We have a question that's related, sort of the flip of this, which is, how do families or workers, 
professionals, manage a situation and specifically manage the youth's feelings when a youth knows what 
they want but it's not realistic or attainable?

Alezandra Melendrez:

That's such a hard question. I think, and I don't know, Marcy, did you have something?

Marcy Valenzuela:

No, I'm trying to think. Exactly, it's a hard question. Yeah.

Alezandra Melendrez:

I mean, I think the thing, most of these young people, I would be really transparent and honest in giving 
all the information, you know? Say they just absolutely can't stay with their parents, something 
happened, and just providing them with... Not treating them like a kid, I think. They're dealing with 
things that are not for kids, so being really honest like, "This is why. These are the things." Being really 
clear about all the options and the next steps, having them be collaborative so that they don't feel 
totally disempowered, even though they don't... It's such a hard thing to navigate, but I think being as 
open and transparent is really important. And not just ripping them from their family and being like, 
"Sorry," you know? Really being like, "Okay, I know how you're feeling," centering that, "This is why this 
has to happen, and here are the different things that could happen. Let's talk about it."

Marcy Valenzuela:

Yeah. I would say, yeah, the transparency is super important, especially depending on the age of our 
young person. Recognizing that a lot of young people who are going through the system, they're 
maturing a lot faster, right, and in different ways. One of the things I think I've seen is that they much 
rather you be real or honest about what's going on, but yeah, recognizing that it is hard, but our young 
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folks are so resilient and just really supporting them in that, you know? But I think that's just a really 
hard question in general.

Jocelyn Mati:

Yeah. I agree, too, Alezandra and Marcy, to what they said, and just alongside with that, just believing in 
what they're saying. Yeah. Although some things may not be attainable, just be very transparent and 
believe in them. Believe in what they're putting forth and what they're putting out there, because that's 
eventually what they want to see. But yeah, I'd say that.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Thank you. Another question here, and I saw in the chat there was discussion about who the 
recommendations are targeted at. Are they targeted at the juvenile justice system, the delinquency 
system, or the foster care system? Just to emphasize, all of the youth that participated, who have this 
shared experience, the responsibility for both the situation that youth ended up in but also for 
correcting that, it rests with both foster care and delinquency, but primarily with foster care because 
that was the driver into the juvenile justice system, so related to that, folks want to know if this, the 
recommendations in the report, were they presented to the local foster care agency, and what was the 
reaction, and has any change been made or committed to or promised?

Jennifer Rodriguez:

I want to let you all know that I think for our QPI network, this is the first national presentation of these 
recommendations focused on foster care that we've done, so you all are really lucky to get the first sort 
of take on this, and although, I also want to point out to our audience, although this is focused on San 
Francisco and California, that these experiences and recommendations are nearly identical to the 
recommendations that we hear of youth across the country and the experience when our system 
doesn't know how to serve young people well. Any traction on changing things in foster care yet?

Alezandra Melendrez:

We've worked a lot with San Francisco's juvenile delinquency system, and we work directly with the 
head of probation, Katy Miller, to implement some changes, but we definitely need to continue to work 
in the foster care system. I think that a lot of the recommendations, they really were about how young 
people wanted to be treated, you know? It was how they wanted to be treated in the system, and so I 
think that there is a lot to be done there with service providers and just really building those 
relationships, but that's definitely an area that we would love to kind of go more into.

Jennifer Rodriguez:

Thank you. All right. We have about four minutes here left, and I'm going to go a little bit out of order, 
because we have a great question that's been upvoted here, and I know that you all have input on it, 
which is how can we do a better job at authentically engaging with older youth so we have more youth 
voices at the table when big policy decisions or decisions about their lives are being made, and how do 
we get more youth advocates?

Jocelyn Mati:

I think my going to those youths' communities. Actually going to go see where they're at, and meet 
them where they're at, you know? Accessibility is everything. Convenience is everything for the kids. To 
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always remind ourselves that we need to meet the kids where they're at, so meeting them in their 
communities, connecting with them, connecting with them and their folks, their extended family, as we 
would say, and just building that connection, being real authentic and genuine, actually lifting them up 
and checking on them every here and there, not just understanding that this is a job, you know? Take it 
outside of the norm, outside of the economic structure, and actually reach out to these kids. Kids know 
when you're being genuine. Youth know when you're being genuine and when you're not, so 
understanding that we're all people and come connect with us in our own communities, in our own 
neighborhoods, and not where it's a mandated visit. It's not supposed to be a mandated visit. This is 
supposed to be a genuine connection. Yeah. Building that pathway for youth to be at the forefront.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Things that I definitely have heard from youth, making sure that there is access to food. I know that 
sounds silly, but making sure that their simple needs are being met.

Jocelyn Mati:

Yeah.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Are they hungry, right? Even just breaking bread, in a sense. Making sure that they eat could bring down 
their barriers so much and just allow you to connect, right? Like how Jocelyn was saying, meeting them 
where they're at. Building an authentic relationship is just really listening and allowing them to lead the 
conversation, not having such an agenda, and I think that just takes time, and I think that's something 
that we need to figure out, right, with our busy schedules and everything. It's not them that have these 
busy schedules. It's really us that we have so much on our plate and so it can feel really difficult, but 
building that relationship is really about just caring, and I think listening, and making sure youth have 
food and that they're fed, and building youth leaders.

Marcy Valenzuela:

Honestly, young people, again, if we highlight their resiliency, if we're highlighting these positive traits 
about them, somebody who is super passionate, right, instead of saying that they're defiant or, "Damn, 
you're a little pushy." "Man, you have really great leadership skills. Have you ever thought about A, B, 
and C," right? Our young people are our leaders. Regardless if we think so or not, they are, and so how 
about we invest in them now, and as long as we continue to see these positive things and maybe things 
that they don't believe in in themselves or see in themselves, but if we highlight those things, I feel like 
we could really build up all our young leaders.

Alezandra Melendrez:

I would say a big thing is just treating the young people like your colleagues, you know? That they're not 
kids there to divulge a personal story, that it's not performative. That they're really there to make some 
real decisions, give real input, and that they're treated just like your colleagues. Yeah, they would get 
paid. They would get treated just the same way, and I think that that really does go a long way. It's sort 
of building the trust and just respect, the mutual respect.

Jennifer Rodriguez:
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Amazing. So many people here are agreeing with you and taking your ideas and going to go run with 
them. I want to thank you all again for sharing your recommendations, for sharing your wisdom, and for 
really leading us in a direction where we can get more youth leaders who are going to be the ones that, 
like Marcy says, we're doing this for. Thank you, all.
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