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How did you become 
involved in prevention 
work?

A: I have always been interested in working 
with young people. In college I was involved 
in the Upward Bound program. I served as an 
advisor for juniors and seniors in high school, 
working with them on what they were going 
to do after high school. My goal was to help 
young people find the right path, develop a 
positive lifestyle and stay away from alcohol 
and drug use. In college, I saw use of alcohol 
and drugs all around me. Being part of the 
Latino culture, it sometimes seems that alcohol is 
ingrained in our way of living. It is important to 
show young people the opportunities that 
await them. I know that prevention is important 
in helping young people lead positive and 
healthy lifestyles.
 
Why did you choose to 
become involved in Friday 
Night Live?
A: It really promotes youth-driven activities. It 
gives young people the opportunity to take own-
ership of the projects they are involved in. That 
makes it more meaningful to them. In FNL, once 
given the opportunity, young people take flight 
with it. They do care about issues. People may 
think teenagers don’t care—that all they want to 
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them and their younger brothers and sisters. This 
was something that was important to them in 
their communities. They were able to provide 
not only their viewpoint but also their ideas on 
what we could do about the problems that exist 
around them. 
 Youths need to be involved when there’s 
policy being made regarding youths. We need 
to ask them for their ideas, opinions and recom-
mendations. When we listen to their ideas, we 
can come up with a solution that is also youth-
friendly. If it’s not youth-friendly, it will fall flat. It 
is not just about getting youths’ input, but really 
involving young people and making them part 
of the decision-making process. When youths 
are involved from the beginning, it’s a success 
for everybody.
 Also, I noticed last year that when youths 
addressed the city council, people listened. 
Most of the time, teenagers are not at city coun-
cil meetings, so when they share what they have 
to say, they really have an impact. It’s pretty 
hard to turn your back on a young person 
telling you: “This is what is happening in my 
community.” What they say has power and 
influences decisions.
  
In turn, how do young people 
feel when they are able to 
address city officials?
A: They are so empowered. When young 
people first come to me, they usually say, 

“People make decisions for us without asking 
what we think.” After an experience like this, 
they realize that people do want to hear their 
opinions. They are excited to find that they 
actually can have a say. After all the hard work 
they did putting together the radius assessment 
project, this was their reward. They felt listened 
to. It was so powerful an experience that after 

this project, they went out and recruited more 
members for FNL. All they had to do was tell 
other youths, “This is what we did and the city 
council listened,” and the FNL membership 
tripled.
 This not only helps youths now—it impacts 
their future. It gives them confidence and they 
build on that confidence. They take this with 
them as they grow older.
 
What other activities are 
Ventura County FNL members 
involved in?
A: This year we started a Youth Advisory 
Council. Members from FNL will have input 
on all countywide prevention efforts. Once 
again, this will increase their participation in 
community issues. Youths who were involved in 
the radius assessment project will be presenting 
a workshop at the National Youth Summit on 
Preventing Violence in February as well as the 
statewide high school prevention conference 
Teenwork in April. Besides the presenters, 14 
additional Ventura County FNL youths and their 
advisors will also be attending the Teenwork 
conference as participants.
 Some of our students have gotten involved in 
making public service announcements. Some 
students are serving as mentors in the elemen-
tary schools. In addition, we do a number of 
community service projects, including a beach 
cleanup event.
 Currently, the youth council is planning the 
first annual FNL Youth Leadership Conference 
to be held in March. The theme of the confer-
ence is “Differences Dazzle the World” and 
it will feature workshops dealing with alcohol, 
tobacco, and other drug abuse; violence; 
tolerance; and other topics identified by youths. 

Youths need to be involved when there’s policy being made regarding youths. We 
need to ask them for their ideas, opinions and recommendations. When we listen 

to their ideas, we can come up with a solution that is also youth-friendly. 

do is have fun. All of the youths I work with want 
to have fun, but they have a lot of issues they 
want to address too. They have ideas, and they 
are important ideas because they know what’s 
happening among their peers. We see things 
from an adult angle. We may think we know 
what is happening, but they are the ones who 
really know. 
 FNL has a youth-driven philosophy. It was 
important for me to be able to go to young 
people and say, “Okay, where do you want to 
make positive changes?” and then give them the 
support and the skills they need. In FNL, I can 
be an ally for them. I’m not an adult that they 
fear. I’m not an authority figure. I’m not someone 
who tells them what’s right for them and what 
they should do. I say, “I believe in you. Tell me 
what projects you want to get involved in, and 
I’ll help you.” 

What role do you think young 
people should play in advanc-
ing environmental and policy-
based prevention?
A: They have a key role, especially when 
we’re talking about issues that have to do with 
them such as youth access. When two of the 
FNL chapters did the radius assessment, it not 
only brought awareness to them. They were 
also empowered by realizing they could do 
something about a problem. When they made 
a presentation to the city council, they were 
able to say: “This is what is around our schools, 
especially our elementary schools. This is the 
advertising we see. This is where the outlets are 
located and where alcohol is located next to 
soda and candy in those outlets.” They were 
able to tell city council members how this affects 
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La Colonia because it is a previously troubled 
neighborhood striving to change. For many 
years it has been home to poverty, violence, 
and drug and alcohol use and the problems 
associated with them. “Some people won’t even 
set foot here,” said Guerra, and that number 
used to include some politicians.
 “The forums bring the political candidates 
to our neighborhood to see that this really is 
a close community and that there are people 
here who care about our quality of life,” Guerra 
said. Residents, on the other hand, get to feel 
heard—perhaps for the first time by politicians.
 Lupe Mendoza, who served as volunteer 
timekeeper for the recent forum, agreed 
and said that the events also help bring 
about improvements.
 “Here in the neighborhood, we can complain 
and talk about things forever, and nothing 
changes,” Mendoza said. At the forums, how-
ever, residents are able to seek solutions and talk 
to civic leaders who can make a difference.
 Vicky Gonzales, executive director for the 
Coalition for Community Development Inc., said 
that her group decided to take action because, 
for years, residents came to community meetings 
to ask what various political candidates believed 
in and whether they had La Colonia’s best 
interests at heart. Voter turnout was often low in 
the neighborhood because residents did not feel 

 IF THERE IS ONE THING FOR 
SURE, it is that word circulates fast 
in the Oxnard neighborhood of 

La Colonia. Spreading street to street, door to 
door, person to person, an issue barely has time 
to develop before the entire neighborhood has 
heard about it—and debated it.
  But while La Colonia residents have always 

talked a great 
deal among 
themselves, 
they haven’t 
always commu-

nicated with the people who have the power to 
create change—political officials. Several years 
ago, the Coalition for Community Development 
Inc., a La Colonia-based grassroots organization, 
decided that that was a problem that needed to 
be resolved. The group began hosting a candi-
dates forum where candidates for political office 
are invited to La Colonia to meet with concerned 
citizens and answer their questions.
 “This is very, very important for our neighbor-
hood,” said Avie Guerra, a resident who served 
as a volunteer at the most recent forum for 
Oxnard City Council candidates in October. “It’s 
like a reality check. We are able to make sure 
the candidates understand our issues, and, at the 
same time, we get to hear their viewpoints.”
 Guerra said this is especially important for 
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they were truly part of the process. Now they are 
able to find answers to their questions and to feel 
that their votes actually count, Gonzales said.
 And not only voting-age residents benefit. The 
coalition enlists teenagers to go 
door to door and pass out fliers 
about the events. The teens not only 
get school credit for community 
service, they also learn about the 
issues affecting their neighborhood.
 To make the forums especially 
neighborhood-friendly, they are 
held in both English and Spanish, 
with a certified translator offering 
simultaneous translation. This is a 
first for any candidates forum 
held in Oxnard and may be one 
reason this year’s event drew 100 
La Colonia residents.
 Saul Medina, one of the city 
council candidates who par-
ticipated this year, said he was 
impressed by the large turnout and 
the questions residents asked.
 “It is very obvious that they are 
taking back their neighborhood, 
and they want better representa-
tion,” Medina said. “It is a very 
tight-knit community. They may still have a 
negative reputation, but they are making 
great progress. They really could serve as a 
model community.”
 This year marked the second time Medina par-
ticipated in the candidates forum and the second 
time he did not win election to the city council. 
However, he vows that he will try again. He 
grew up in a neighborhood that is adjacent to La 
Colonia, and said, “I was honored to be part of 
that forum.”
 In fact, nearly all of the candidates who have 

been invited have attended. Coalition members 
believe that is because La Colonia is a political 
hotbed that could have major voter impact.
 “They feel they had better show their face 

here,” Guerra said. “It could 
mean votes.”
    The issues discussed at this 
year’s forum included a proposed 
a factory in the neighborhood, 
neighborhood alleys that are 
strewn with trash and a number 
of alcohol- and drug-related con-
cerns. At a past forum, residents 
complained about problem bars 
in the neighborhood. At the most 
recent forum, they raised concerns 
about local outlets selling alcohol 
to minors and about alcohol and 
tobacco advertising aimed at 
youth.
    “The store vendors don’t card 
everyone,” Guerra said. “The can-
didates were asked, ‘What can 
you do about that?’”
    The candidates forums are just 
the latest in a series of successful 
undertakings by the coalition. The 
group was founded in 1993 

to bring residents and prevention advocates 
together to revitalize and improve the quality of 
life in the neighborhood, particularly by reduc-
ing the availability of alcohol and other drugs. 
 The organization uses environmental preven-
tion strategies. Through a strategic alliance 
among community nonprofit groups, neighbor-
hood groups, the business community and city 
agencies—including, but not limited to, police, 
fire and code enforcement—the coalition has 
been successful in initiating new public policy, 
garnering media attention and making the neigh-
borhood a safer place to live. 

  Gonzales said that one of the group’s most 
notable achievements has been the closure of 
a notorious neighborhood trouble spot, the La 
Michoacana Bar. It was a long struggle, but the 
bar’s alcohol license was eventually suspended, 
and it closed down. The building is now home 
to a chiropractor’s office.
 The coalition was also behind the cleanup 
of La Colonia Park, formerly a haven for drug 
dealers, that was a huge community nuisance. 
The coalition asked the city to remove the park’s 
handball courts, which had become a gang 
hangout, and the city approved. The park 
is now a safe place for family picnics and 
other gatherings.
 In addition, the coalition works with preven-
tion groups overseeing activities at neighbor-
hood bars. It also supports responsible beverage 
sales and service training for all bar workers 
in the neighborhood. Recently, the coalition 
cleaned up a vacant lot adjacent to a bar. 
The lot had been filled with trash and was a 
gathering spot for intoxicated bar patrons. 
The coalition has turned the lot into a 
 community garden. 
 Gonzales said the candidates forums are 
one more way to reinforce the relationship the 
coalition has built with city officials and to bring 
attention to alcohol and other drug problems.

“City Council and the city staff in general have 
been very supportive of our neighborhood and 
our efforts to revitalize our neighborhood,” she 
said. “The candidates are aware that for years 
we have worked closely with both the city 
and law enforcement to eradicate a lot of the 
problem establishments in our neighborhood. 
We have a strong history of showing up at City 
Council and Planning Commission to protest an 
alcohol license. Usually our concerns are dealt 
with in a timely manner. We would like it to stay 
that way.”  

Here in the 
neighborhood, 

we can 
complain and 

talk about 
things forever, 
and nothing 
changes. At 
the forums, 
however, 

residents are 
able to seek 
solutions and 
talk to civic 
leaders who 
can make a 
difference.
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WHEN IMELDA AND RAFAEL 
MAGANA MOVED THEIR FAMILY 
FROM MEXICO to Ventura County 

in 1993, they dreamt of building a better life but 
fretted about rumors they had heard about other 
migrating families.

“I heard about kids who had moved to 
the United States and joined gangs,” Imelda 
said. “I worried that that would happen to 
my son, Homero.”

Homero, now 20, said he was headed in 
that direction until he discovered Future Leaders 
of America Inc., a Latino youth leadership devel-
opment program, which helped put him 
on a more positive path. Today, he is a junior 
at UC Berkeley, studying to be a marriage-
family counselor.

    “I never dreamt this 
could happen, for one of 
my children to attend col-
lege,” Imelda said. She 
and her husband were so 
impressed by the FLA pro-
gram, they too attended 
a family camp, and three 
of Homero’s younger sis-
ters have either attended 
FLA or will when they are 
old enough.
    The program is con-
venient for the Magana 
family because they live 
at Rancho Sespe, a com-
munity of migrant workers 
north of Fillmore that FLA 
serves with regular camps 
and workshops.
    “We saw that the 
youths from Rancho 
Sespe were doing poorly 
in school, joining gangs 

and having problems with drugs and alcohol,” 
said Gil Cuevas, who founded FLA in 1982. 

“It was a natural place for us to hold our 
programs.”

Rancho Sespe was created in the early 
1980s when real estate developers threatened 
to evict citrus grove workers from their run-down 
housing camps in the groves near Fillmore. The 
workers protested, seeking to maintain shelter for 
themselves and their families. Following the inter-
vention of the Cabrillo Economic Development 
Corporation, the grove workers were able 
to organize a nonprofi t organization to build 
replacement housing. 

The resulting community was named Rancho 
Sespe, after the former Mexican land grant on 
which it sits. Today it is home to dozens of newly 
arrived Latino families. It features 100 dwelling 
units, a community center and a childcare center 
on a 20-acre site.

But while the families at Rancho Sespe may 
have a comfortable place to live, they still face 
the same challenges faced by all Latino immi-
grants: how to adapt to a strange new culture, 
and how to live day to day in a society where 
they may not even understand the language. 
Homero Magana said that when he moved to 
the United States, he knew so little English he 
couldn’t even tell the cafeteria workers at his 
school his ID number, so he often went without 
lunch. His parents were working long hours 
picking lemons and oranges, so, to win atten-
tion, Homero became a troublemaker at school. 
Some gangbanger wannabes had started offer-
ing him drugs right about the time he found FLA.

“I saw that in the program you could learn to be 
more assertive and grow as a person,” he said. 

“I wanted to succeed, not fail.” To date, more 
than 10,000 immigrant students have 
participated in FLA, a number of them 
from Rancho Sespe.

    “I never dreamt this 
could happen, for one of 
my children to attend col-
lege,” Imelda said. She 
and her husband were so 
impressed by the FLA pro-
gram, they too attended 
a family camp, and three 
of Homero’s younger sis-
ters have either attended 
FLA or will when they are 
old enough.
    The program is con-
venient for the Magana 
family because they live 
at Rancho Sespe, a com-
munity of migrant workers 
north of Fillmore that FLA 
serves with regular camps 
and workshops.
    “We saw that the 
youths from Rancho 
Sespe were doing poorly 
in school, joining gangs 
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“We take these kids who are scared and 
needy and don’t know where to turn, and 
we help empower them,” said Cuevas, who 
formerly worked as a counselor at Oxnard 
High School. “The next thing we know, they are 
becoming student body presidents, and they 
are going to college, and they are starting 
successful careers.”

FLA began as a simple self-esteem workshop, 
but has grown to include a wide variety of 
programs for both immigrant students and their 
families. It serves students throughout Ventura 
County and is 70 percent funded by the county. 
Among the FLA programs being offered at 
Rancho Sespe are:

• Self-Esteem Conference. This is an entry-level 
four-day program for 9th and 10th grade 
limited English-speaking newcomers. The goal 
is to help students increase their communica-
tion skills, to increase their network system by 
making friends from different schools, to learn 
effective goal-setting skills, and to increase 
their self-esteem by having them take pride in 
their accomplishments. 

• Leadership Conference. This program is for 
students who have still not become profi cient 
in the English language, but who have at 
least a 3.0 GPA and leadership potential.

Parent/Teen Leadership Conference. This pro-
gram, for Limited English Profi ciency students 
and their families, helps parents learn how to 
communicate more effectively with their teenag-
ers and informs them about the educational 
opportunities that are available to their children 
in this country.
Peer Helper Conference. This program is 
for 9th and 10th grade students who have 
completed a self-esteem workshop and are 
interested in becoming staff members at future 
workshops or peer helpers at their schools.

Throughout the different FLA programs, immi-
grant youths are educated about the dangers of 
alcohol and other drug use, and are asked to 
leave the program if they are found 
to be using alcohol or other drugs. 
Recently, one of the program lead-
ers from FLA added another new 
dimension to the program’s alcohol 
and drug education. Jose Luis Lopez 
wanted the youths to become aware 
of how the alcohol industry in the 
United States specifi cally targets 
and manipulates them, using Latino 
cultural beliefs, icons and myths.
 “Alcohol is very present in our 
culture at baptisms, weddings, 

, even Mother’s Day cel-
ebrations,” Lopez said. “The alcohol 
industry is aware of how important 
those celebrations are to us, and they use this to 
sell alcohol.”
 Lopez said migrant youths often aren’t aware of 
the industry’s tactics. “I say to them, ‘Let me fi ll you 
in on a secret.’”
 He shows them ads that are strategically aimed 
at them. One of the ads he fi nds most offensive 
shows a Mexican Indian pyramid with a blender 
full of margaritas on top. (Examples of these ads 
can be found at the Cinco de Mayo con Argullo 

“Hall of Shame” at www.cal-lluhc.org/alcohol/
ad_gallery.html.)
 Once the youths become aware of these 
images, Lopez’s goal is to help them take the 

information and make social changes in their 
community. The youths from Rancho Sespe have 
held a protest about alcohol advertising, staged 
at Fillmore City Hall, and have conducted an 
assessment in their community, in which they 
surveyed the various alcohol outlets located within 
a mile radius of their schools and presented the 
data they collected to city offi cials.

Lopez said this type of education is important 
for migrant youths for a variety of reasons includ-
ing the following:

• The California Department of Justice found that 
12 percent of all homicides in which the victim 
is a Latino occur in bars. Nationwide, chronic

liver disease and cirrhosis of the 
liver are the sixth and seventh lead-
ing causes of death among Latinos.

• Research also shows that a con-
centration of alcohol ads depicting 
Latinas as sexual objects leads to 
increased violence against Latinas 
between the ages of 15 and 18.

• The top three domestic brewers 
in the United States spent a com-
bined total of $37.65 million in 
1998 on Hispanic advertising. 

• Within fi ve years of their arrival 
in the United States, young 
Hispanic males tend to increase 
their consumption of alcohol. 
Second-generation young female

Hispanics in the United States consume greater 
amounts of alcohol than their fi rst-generation 
counterparts.

“We help give the youths an awareness of what 
is going on, and then we ask them what they can 
do about it,” Lopez said. “They realize that they 
do have the power to make changes in them-
selves and in their community.”

For Imelda Magana this is the kind of educa-
tion that is helping her family dream come true. 
Her children can not only be Americans, they can 
become leaders in their community and make a 
difference. Said she, “I am very proud.” 

•

•

grant youths are educated about the dangers of 
alcohol and other drug use, and are asked to 

We take 
these kids 
who are 

scared and 
needy and 
don’t know 
where to 
turn, and 
we help 

empower 
them.
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PARENTS. THE ANTI-DRUG. We 
see the advertisements on television 
and in newspapers and magazines. 

Sponsored by the White House Offi ce of 
National Drug Control Policy, the advertisements 
urge parents to talk with their children about 
alcohol and other drugs.

 

 —National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign’s Behavior 
Change Expert Panel (www.theantidrug.com).

But what are parents to do if they cannot 
communicate with their children because they 

speak different languages? As unlikely as this 
might seem, it is the status quo for many Ventura 
County families with hearing-impaired children. 
These children attend public schools where they 
learn American Sign Language using English as 
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the base language. Often, the parents speak 
only Spanish. The two languages are not com-
patible.

To solve this problem and to open the lines 
of communication for these families, Tri-County 
Greater Los Angeles Council on Deafness initi-
ated the Latino Family Parent Outreach and 
Case Management Project last fall. Funded by 
the Ventura County Department of Alcohol and 
Drug Programs, the Latino outreach specialist 
teaches parents and family members ASL in a 
way that allows them to converse with the deaf 
children in the household.

complicate the situation, when the deaf children 
try to use their voices at home, they often try to 
speak Spanish, and there is further confusion 
when their hearing siblings speak English.

“The children are able to communicate super-
fi cial needs such as hunger and thirst, but they 
can’t express their feelings or inner thoughts,” 
says Woolard.

So Woolard teaches the entire family ASL in 
a unique way: She teaches the language with 
its American Sign Language syntax and grammar, 
but she speaks Spanish while she does it 
so that the family 

members understand 
the meanings.
    “It’s not diffi cult 
to translate ASL into 
English or Spanish 
with practice,” she 
says. “We want ASL 
to become a common 
language in the family’s 
home.”
    The Latino outreach 
specialist currently 
works with eight fami-
lies who have nine deaf 
children aged 4 to 12. 
This is only a fraction 
of the families who 
could benefi t from the 

program if there were more funding available. 
In the two area schools serving the deaf popula-
tion, Loma Vista Elementary School and Cabrillo 
Middle School, there are approximately 60 deaf 
students. In both schools, many of the families 
speak only Spanish. 
 Woolard visits each family about once a 
week. She teaches ASL and she encourages the 
families to practice for 30 minutes every day.
 “They seem to be implementing it,” she says. 
“They are very eager to learn, very eager to com-
municate with their child.”
 In November, Woolard began weekly ASL 
classes in addition to the home visits. All mem-
bers of a household—deaf children, parents, 

siblings, aunts, uncles, and grandparents—are 
urged to attend. This way, the entire family learns 
together. Woolard boasts 100 percent enroll-
ment from the families, and she hopes this will 
continue.
 Rafaela Elizarraraz, mother of six-year-old 
Ashlee Marie who is hearing impaired but can 
hear with a hearing aid, appreciates the oppor-
tunity to learn with the rest of her family. In an 
attempt to learn ASL, she enrolled in a class at 
Loma Vista Elementary School, but because the 
class—including textbooks—cost about $80, 
she was the only one in her family who could 
afford to go.
 “Now we can all learn together and it’s not 
costing us anything,” she says. “This is better 
because the whole family is learning, not just one 
person. Everybody can communicate.”
 Jose Mendez, father of a four-year-old deaf 
child named Briana, took ASL classes at a 
community college in Oxnard. He realizes the 
value of learning the language, especially since 
some deaf students at the college told him what 
a “great help” it was. But he found that the other 
students in the classes were more interested in 
grades than in learning the language. He looks 
forward to continuing his studies with the Latino 
outreach program where the focus is learning.
 Although the Latino outreach specialist teaches 
ASL, it is much more than a language program. 
When Woolard visits the families, she helps 
them gain access to social services. She also 
teaches them how to interface with social security, 
Medicare, and the school system.
 “They come from countries that don’t have 
services,” she says. “It’s nice to help them get 
through the path of fi guring out what is what. 
They work so hard. This makes life easier for 
them.”
 Another way to ease the lives of the families 
with deaf children is to decrease their sense 
of isolation. Woolard hopes that the weekly 
class will help the family members befriend one 
another. She also hopes to form a support group.
 Elizarraraz would like to meet families with situ-
ations similar to hers. 

members understand 
the meanings.
    “It’s not diffi cult 
to translate ASL into 
English or Spanish 
with practice,” she 
says. “We want ASL 
to become a common 
language in the family’s 
home.”
    The Latino outreach 
specialist currently 
works with eight fami-
lies who have nine deaf 
children aged 4 to 12. 
This is only a fraction 
of the families who 
could benefi t from the The Mendez Family

“People think ASL is a universal language. 
It’s not,” says Abby Woolard, Latino outreach 
specialist for Tri-County GLAD, who teaches ASL 
to the families. “Mexico, Spain, Italy, Japan and 
other countries around the world all have their 
own sign languages.”

According to Woolard, ASL is not dependent 
on English or Spanish syntax and word order. 
So when the deaf students learn the language, 
they are not able to communicate with English 
or Spanish speakers. Although they learn to 
communicate at school, they are unable to com-
municate in their Spanish-speaking homes. To 


