YAAACE/9 Heavens Intervention and Gang Exit Initiative

Background Information:

9 Heavens

The 9 Heavens Healing Academy mandates the eradication of gang/gun violence in Canada by assisting participants through the healing process, so that they can become healthy parents and productive law-abiding members of their communities.

The 9 Heavens Healing Academy is committed to reclaiming, restoring, and healing youth in the Jane & Finch corridor.   By building their confidence and positive self-image, we will provide them with hope for their future.   We believe every individual has unrealized potential, and should be given opportunities to realize that.  9 Heavens is confident that given the opportunity at our academy, youth will flourish and expand their abilities beyond that which they previously believed. 

Objectives:

· heal the disrupted spirits of our youth

· provide necessary socialization skills which can alternately be considered life skills, including; respect for self, authority, and others; manners; values; and empathy & apathy for others; 

· specific skills include: leadership skills (the ability to work as a valued team member); communication skills (conflict resolution/anger management); understanding the consequences of (and accountability for) choices and actions; 

· expand participants frame of reference to beyond their ‘streets’

· encourage a better understanding and respect for Mother Earth and our ecological welfare among participants

· examine the issues of drug use/abuse and mental illness

· support positive fathering skills

· elicit the similarities between inner city life and life on Native Canadian reservations

· foster participant self-confidence such that they face their fears and anxieties, and explore new challenge
Background Information:

Youth Association for Academics Athletics and Character Education  
The acronym Y.A.A.A.C.E stands for (Youth Association for Academics Athletics and Character Education).  Y.A.A.A.C.E is a youth organization founded by Devon Thompson
 and Devon Jones
. The organization's mandate is to create a culture of high academic achievement, social and civic responsibility among its members and establish an infrastructure that will bridge the gap between young people North and South of Finch (polarized faction due to gang involvement). According to the documentary by the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC) produced by the fifth estate “Lost in the Struggle,”  “Jane and Finch', as it's unofficially known, is a neighborhood in the northwest corner of Toronto.  It is a densely populated, extremely diverse community on the edge of the city that has been fighting for four decades to overcome isolation, hardship, and stigma. Jane and Finch has gained a reputation for violence, fuelled by several headline-grabbing shootings. In recent years, the United Way of Greater Toronto listed Jane and Finch as one of nine neighborhoods’ that are severely impoverished, have limited access to services and face significant challenges. It is one of 13 'at-risk' Toronto communities targeted by the mayor of Toronto's community safety plan which aims to provide solutions to gun related violence, with a particular focus on youth. And it is one of four 'priority communities' identified by the Ontario government for youth employment programs.”   

The draconian reality as it relates to the pervasiveness of gangs and youth polarization in and around the Jane and Finch corridor was vividly documented by renowned Journalist Joe Frisen of the Globe and Mail.  Frissen in the Globe and Mail, June 16th/2007, making reference to the Jane and Finch community stated that“ in their planning sessions, community workers refer solemnly to "boundary issues" that impede program delivery. When the police hold consultations with youth, they have meetings in each distinct area to prevent rival gangs from mingling.  It's as though the kids have redrawn the neighbourhood map and forced the adults to adapt. As a result, the teens from Palisades, who often complain of having nothing to do, don't use the well-equipped community centre that's a block away in Crips territory.”

Consequently Y.A.A.A.C.E.’s mandate is to create a culture of academics, social and civic responsibility among all its members while at the same time implementing the viable infrastructure that will bridge the great divide between young people North of Finch and South of Finch.  In an attempt to counter the aforementioned vices Y.A.A.A.C.E. is committed to empowering young people; through developing self-confidence, discipline, a healthy self-image, inspiring occupational aspirations, instilling commitment to all levels of schooling (elementary, secondary and post secondary), fostering racial and ethnic identity. The rational for Y.A.A.A.C.E.’s mandate is to forge meaningful partnerships with parents, mentors, and organizations with whom the youth we serve interact. YAAACE has dedicated itself to the belief and the approach that through validation of experience, valuing of  worth, dignity and the potential of every human being, and ensuring access to resources, young people who have been marginalized can begin to feel that their efforts to improve their lives can be realized.  To accomplish this end Y.A.A.A.C.E has partnerred with the institutions such as York University and Seneca College etc.

Problem/Causes:

In the Colour of Poverty Campaign (www.colourofpoverty.ca) a project sponsored and supported by the Department of Canadian Heritage, the research suggested that racialized poverty affects access to education in the following way; “Having access to education greatly improves a persons job opportunities, income, potentials, health status, learning outcomes and general quality of life.  In turn, living in poverty makes it less likely that someone will complete school or be able to access higher education.”  The research also suggests that the criminal justice system affect and impact racialized communities in the following way; “Research shows that crime and violence in communities are very closely linked to the despair and loss of hope that comes from inequity and poverty.”

Consequently one of the main issue is the pervasive reality of academic disengagement and criminalization among racialized and marginalized youth. In 2000 the Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics (CCJS) reported a big jump in youth violent crime-which includes homicide, attempted robbery, assault, sexual assault, abduction and robbery. The CCJS records some 22,635 youths charged with violent crimes in 2000, which leaps to 38,136 by 2004; as does the rate, to 1,497 per 100,000 teens in 2004, from 923 in 2000. 
“In January 2008, Toronto District School Board (T.D.S.B) Officials and Ministry of Education Officials received a staff report about the systemic underachievement of certain vulnerable demographic groups of students.” 

According to the document in question, “the results confirm what we have known anecdotally for some time:  that students in some specific demographic groups are consistently achieving much below the provincial standard. The evidence is there right from Grades 7 and 8, and continues into secondary school with drop-out rates of 40% or more for some groups.  The results also confirm that less than 50% of students in Grades 7 and 8 from the English Speaking Caribbean and from East Africa in our schools can read, write or do math and science at the Provincial standard.”

Consequently Y.A.A.A.C.E continues to partner with the TDSB to interrogate and address some of the root cause of academic disengagement which contributes directly to many of the vices which draconically erodes the social fabric of society. 

What happens to the student who drops out or who become disengaged from school? A high rate of female dropouts leave school due to pregnancy, and the resulting number of households headed by a single parent has grown over the past decades, increasing the poverty rate and the costs to society. Associated costs for crime prevention, the building of juvenile detention centres, prisons, super jails, job training, and adult education programs all add to the economic drain on the society, not to mention the personal costs—the loss in the potential of so many lives ( marginalized youths). Extrapolating from the Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO); results from the public schools, middle schools and high school in the North West 2 and North West 7 (quadrants located in the Jane and Finch corridor) highlights the reality that many students in the respective quadrants falls way below the provincial standard in literacy and numeracy.  
Consequently Y.A.A.A.C.E has implemented a gamut of initiatives that seek to engage our students academically, foster student accountability, and provide our students with expanded academic opportunities.  In an attempt to accomplish the latter Y.A.A.A.C.E has partnered with the Toronto District School board (T.D.S.B),  Toronto Catholic District School board (T.C.D.S.B), York University and Seneca College to identify the gap in achievement and consequently implement the infrastructure that will engage students academically thus enhancing their academic output consequently school engagement. 
The two YAAACE co-founders Devon Thompson and Devon Jones have vividly seen the draconian impact of gun violence with several of the students they have worked with over the years victimized or themselves perpetrators of homicides. The gang violence was crippling in 2005, “the year of the guns". The combatants North of Finch and South of Finch frequently engaged each other.  Devon Thompson affectionately known as “coach” was attending the residence of a parent who had concerns about the safety of her then fourteen year-old son (Junior Cadogan), a young man he had mentored for some years.  In the process Coach Thompson was shot several times in a drive by shooting as he used his body to prevent any future injury to the then four-year old (Shaquan Cadogan) who was already shot several times.  Devon Jones teacher at Brookview Middle School taught or mentored several students that were, shot, killed or charged with murder over the past few years.   In the 2004 to 2005 academic year:  Troy Salmon, Jamar Taylor and Tamara Carter were all shot (with the exception of Troy Salmon all two issues were gang related/turf related).   On April 2nd/2007 Allen Benn (20) was killed, one of the co-accused Ishmael Conte a former Brookview student and a student Mr. Jones mentored was charged with first degree murder.  Two other co-accused Shaun Blake and Mackel Peterkin was charged with First Degree Murder.  On April 5th/2007 Jermy Paul (18) was shot and killed outside Burnhamthorpe Collegiate by Emmanuel Osae (20) a student Mr. Jones taught in the 1999 to 2000 academic year and with whom he still maintain a relationship (gang related/turf related).  On may 3rd/2007 Ahmed Nyamekye (16) former Brookview student and Edmond Bonsu (13) a current Brookview Student were shot at the Driftwood courts (gang related/turf related).  On may 16th/2007 Jordan Manners a student Mr. Jones thought in the academic years 2004 to 2006 was shot and killed at C.W Jeffery Collegiate Institute.  The two co-accused Jamaal Wallace Collin Duo were former Brookview students Mr. Jones worked with  when they attended Brookview Middle School.   Most Recently Delane Daley a former Brookview student and a student Mr. Jones mentored was shot and killed in Driftwood Courts on November 25th/2007.   
One of the resounding theme in the recent, “Roots of Violence Report,” a report commissioned by Ontario’s Premier Dalton McGunity and compiled by the Honorable Roy McMurtry and Dr. Alvin Curling in the aftermath of the fatal shooting of a high school student, Jordan Manners in a Toronto District School Board School was that of identifying the root causes of violence and the factors which gives rise to them.  According to the authors of the report “our experience and our work on this review make it clear to us that most youth who feel connected to and engaged with the broader society and who feel valued and safe and see a positive future for themselves will not commit serious violence.  The report went on to further suggest that, “While no set of factors can explain all violence, we are persuaded that youth are most likely to be at immediate risk of involvement in serious violence if they:”
· Have a deep sense of alienation and low self-esteem

· Have little empathy for others and suffer from impulsivity

· Believe that they are oppressed, held down, unfairly treated and neither belong to nor have a stake in the broader society 

· Believe that they have no way to be heard through other channels

· Have no sense of hope

The Roots of Violence Report advanced education and social engagement as mechanisms of hope and viable alternatives to counter the draconian realties of the tenets outlined above which nurtures and facilitates the perpetration of violent acts.  “Education is universally seen as one of the best ways out of poverty and as a sound investment in the future of individuals, families and communities, and thus in the social fabric of our entire society.”

In summary the report conceded that, “the Province must remove the barriers and disincentives to education that exist for many children and youth. We suggest a number of ways in which this can be done, including better connecting schools to families and communities and providing ongoing educational and mentoring supports and incentives to encourage students to remain in school, engage in learning and seek further education, especially in priority neighborhoods. (Volume 1, pages 248-251)”

The findings of the “Roots of Violence Report,” Colour of Poverty Campaign and the Toronto District School Board (TDSB) and Ministry of Education Staff Report (January 2008) collectively documents the systemic underachievement of certain vulnerable demographic groups of students and speaks to concerns and alternatives to engage them socially and academically.  The findings of the three reports in question is an area of great concern which speaks to the value of YAAACE’s/9 Heavens mandate which were established before the inception of the three reported that are in question. YAAACE’s mandate is to create a culture of high academic achievement, social and civic responsibility among its members.  At YAAACE/ 9 Heavens our emphasis is on teaching our youth at risk to negotiate sensitively between group and individual needs to create a peaceful and respectful environment where self-esteem can grow.  Our participants are typically students in grade 1-12 from Jane and Finch and surrounding communities.  There are barriers that do in fact impede the youth at risks, namely caused by social and economical restraints.  Many of the youths at risk compared to other areas of metropolitan Toronto are at times at a disadvantage due to: gang polarization; high unemployment (adult and youth); generational disconnect from formal education; parents who themselves were disengaged from the educational infrastructure and consequently are ignorant of its expectations or unable to administer academic support; high rates of low income families;  high rate of single parent households etc.  Therefore Y.A.A.A.C.E/9Heavens. goals for our youths at risk are to provide resources and actively support and empower them to reach their full potential.
Solution:

Prior to the summer of 2007 we were hearing the summer of the guns repeated, however quite the opposite occurred.  Many of the potential perpetrators and victims were busy co-existing in a safe space (Camp Y.A.A.A.C.E/9 Heavens).  A conglomerate of community and government agencies amalgamated to provide youth in the Jane and Finch community an opportunity to coexist.  The attached article in the Globe and Mail, written by Joe Friesen dated June 16th/2007 speaks of the draconian reality in the Jane and Finch community as it relates to turf issues, gangs and youth polarization.   Nine Heavens and Curtis Bell accommodated over 60 youth North and South of Finch in an attempt to provide a safe environment where youth form this polarized community could socialize in meaningful and productive ways.   Many of the potential torchbearers of the ever-present gang subculture were totally engaged in positive and meaningful ways.  To appreciate the magnitude of the attached film or images depicting the social and recreation youth participation, please understand that the following are youth from polarized communities who don’t usually co-exist and are taught by older gang members to hate and to kill each other.  Thanks to the amazing outdoor experience facilitated by Curtis Bell and Nine Heavens we have managed to initiate friendships and constructive relationships between some of the most volatile children in this country thus facilitating meaningful and sustainable relationships and positive alternatives to turf and gang polarization.  To better understand the gang infrastructure that exists in Jane and Finch I have provided a brief synopsis: 

The proactive strategies allow for young men from the feuding factions of both side of  Finch who is at risk for gang involvement to  and who never co-exist  in an meaningful way to co-exist and forge sustaining and meaningful relationships.  Nine Heavens Healing Academy is a gang prevention initiative focusing on the ‘whole’ ness of each participant.  By relocating children to a safe secure environment in a country setting, they can begin to communicate their internal disputes and build on their invaluable, infinite qualities.  These qualities include: self-worth, honor, purpose, self-esteem, self-respect and self-confidence.

The Nine Heavens Academy offers viable tools and problem solving techniques that address some of the risk factors pertinent to young people.   Drawing emphasis on responsibility and life skills, combined with the opportunity to explore different elements of nature, each participant will be guided through the healing process.  The Nine Heavens Healing Academy is a retreat designed to cleanse and nurture the child’s spirit by introducing the importance of living in balance and harmony with nature.  By engaging youth in various experiences connected to mother earth, including: agriculture/ horticulture, conservation/ preservation and outdoor education/ recreation, youth will come to understand some of the healing mechanisms offered by nature.  The goal of the Nine Heavens Healing Academy is to guide youth to becoming potential leaders.  This can only be achieved when the spirit is healthy, the mind is clear, and the vision has a destination.   It is time to reclaim and revalue our youth.   Nine Heavens Academy is where it all begins.  

� Devon Thompson commenced his tenure volunteering as a program coordinator with the City of Toronto Parks and Recreation Department at the Westview Centennial Secondary School in 1996 before securing employment with the said department.  Mr. Thompson is instrumental in implementing various grassroots programs for young people in the Jane/Finch community.   Mr. Thompson is also responsible for the creation of various grassroots basketball initiative, which currently accommodate up to three hundred and fifty youths between ages four and nineteen.   In addition, Mr. Thompson was instrumental in developing and maintaining a number of initiatives for boys and girls in the community.  Through these programs a significant amount of, Jane & Finch, youth were given the opportunity to develop the ability and skills, both athletically and academically, to enter and complete college/university degrees.  Quite a few of these youth received scholarships from various universities in the USA.  





� Devon Jones commenced his tenure volunteering in the Jane/Finch community at the C.W. Jeffries Secondary School in the capacity of a tutor to the Senior and Junior boys’ basketball teams in 1997 while an undergraduate at York University.  Mr. Jones subsequently completed a Bachelor in Education and has been employed at Brookview Middle School since 1999. Mr. Jones is currently a Masters Candidate in the York University in the Faculty of Education (area of study/thesis: explore if there are correlations between the impact of hegemony, racialization, marginalization and the subsequent construction of the neurosis, dis-alienation, racial dissonance, depersonalization and its intended or unintended consequences (issues prevalent to black youth:  low academic output, high dropout or push out rate, low enrolment in post secondary institution high incarceration rates and inevitably high homicide rates).  











