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and use these opportunities as 
the forums for their teaching.  
Agencies pay a very low cost for 
landscaping service, and in many 
cases, pay with in-kind services. In 
this case, as part of the arrange-
ment, the museum will provide 
Project Advantage students with 
access to their cultural education 
programs for youth.
     “That’s just what happens when 
it’s an ongoing challenge just 
to secure the funding for your 
day-to-day operations,” noted 
Peter Hinrichs, Project Advantage 
Program Manager, speaking of 
the neglected landscapes around 
community organizations.  “There 
are plenty of other nonprofi ts out 
there with similar issues.”
     Work on the museum grounds 
began with a thorough clean-up. 
It appeared that some leaves and 
branches from last fall were never 
raked up. Students learned about 
caring for the large trees, defi n-
ing mulch circles around them as 
protection from lawnmowers 

getting too close. New shrubs 
were planted in key areas, and 
overgrown beds were thinned out. 
Students continue to prune the 
hedges and will most likely do 
routine maintenance.
     For most students, this is their 
fi rst taste of landscaping.  But 

Shahquay Cross had a different 
story. “My grandma used to punish
me with yard work,” she laughed, 
after transplanting some daylilies. 
“After a while I said ‘hey, this isn’t 
so bad — being outside, playing 
with dirt.’ I guess she had to think 
up a new kind of punishment.” 

Cultivating local culture
Project Advantage maintains grounds at 
National Center for Afro-American Artists
    Throughout the summer,  Youth-
Build Boston's Project Advantage 
has been hard at work, polishing 
one of Roxbury’s little-known his-
torical gems.  The Museum of the
National Center for Afro-American 
Arts sits perched atop a hill in a 
historic gothic-style building, which, 
itself, is a work of art. Broad, slop-
ing lawns extend from the stone 
building to a stout, stone wall cir-
cling the property. Massive trees 
provide shade, while shrubs, fl ower 
beds, and hedges accent the grounds, 
complementing sculptures that dot 
the property.  But without the 
means to care for the landscape, 
it had suffered from neglect. 
     Enter Project Advantage. They 
came upon the museum’s situation 
and saw an opportunity to help, 
while also fulfi lling their own mis-
sion. Project Advantage seeks out 
opportunities to teach students 
skills for careers in the green 
industry.  They look to local non-
profi ts and community agencies 
in need of landscaping expertise, 

greenway designs
by Jr. Designers Ralik John, Zipporah Robinson, 
Devon Egleston, and Fernando Mock

     This summer we were given 
the task of designing and building 
fi ve structures for the Rose 

Kennedy Greenway, each 
structure fi tting within an 
8’x 8’ space.  The struc-
tures were designed to 
be sustainable, made 
with a green roof and 
recycled or other 
found materials.  
They were tested for 

sun angles to see if they 
would provide good 

shade in the summer and 
warming in the winter.  After 

several weeks of design, at a 

to the project by giving design 
advice and giving us informal 
critiques. William also took the 
time to come in and teach us sun 
angles to show us how the sun 
will hit our structures in different 
times of the year. 
     Our Design Leader, Siobhan 
Soucie, helped create ideas and 
challenged our design thoughts, 
while giving us support. She 
kept us on task for the duration 
of the project. During design, 
we made use of crafting and 
modeling tools, chip board and 

construction 
paper.  On the 
computer, we 
used Google 
Sketch-Up, 
Gimp, and 

Google Earth. 

meeting 
with our 
Client, we 
learned about some issues with 
permits and regulations for the 
project, so our original ideas 
couldn’t be utilized.  
     Thereafter, the project was 
changed to one 4’ x10’ infor-
mational kiosk.  The kiosk will 
showcase YouthBuild Boston, 
highlighting sustainable building,
the green industry exploration 
of Project Advantage and the 
work produced by Designery 
students.  Our design mentor, 
William Russell, contributed 

design corner

Designery students build 
models of their kiosk designs.

A Project Advantage student wheels mulch on the museum grounds (top); Leasia Ward waters 
transplanted fl owers (above, left); and Shahquay Cross transplants fl owers (above, right).

     Over the past ten months 
the 500 Women & YouthBuild
program has made lasting 
improvements at nine Boston 
nonprofi t organizations. One 
recent project sponsored by 
The Bank of New York Mellon
benefi ted Hearth, an organization 
dedicated to the elimination of 
homelessness among the elderly. 
Hearth offers housing programs 
designed to prevent homeless-
ness among the elderly, and to 
help elders fi nd and succeed in 
homes of their own.  All housing 
operated by Hearth provides a 
creative array of supportive ser-
vices that assist residents to age 
with dignity, regardless of their 
special medical, mental health, 
or social needs.
     The 500 Women & YouthBuild 
crew built a shed in the backyard 
of Hearth’s Burroughs Street 
House, a 16-unit Victorian house 
located on a quiet residential 

street in Jamaica Plain. The 
home had previously lacked 
adequate storage space for 
maintenance materials, outdoor 
furniture, recreational items, 
and other things.
     Overcome with thanks 
for the volunteers’ efforts, an 
anonymous Burroughs Street 
House resident wrote a poem 
to express gratitude to all the 
ladies who built the shed:

About some wonderful 
ladies in pink:

When the heart is engaged and 
maintained for sweet happiness 
sincere,

It’s descriptive of love how the 
beautiful ladies in pink volunteer.

Building a backyard woodshed, 
certain with fairness, class and style

Life then at Burroughs House can
be assured of a God blessed smile.

Volunteer project serves seniors, helps 
nonprofi t, and even inspires poetry.

     Fed up with the public 
school system, Mary Thomas 
came to YouthBuild Boston 
in 2006. She had spent ten 
years as an educator working 
with special needs students 
in Maine and Massachusetts. 
But the public school systems’ 
bureaucracy, lack of planning 
time, and insuffi cient support 
for teachers and students with 
special needs frustrated her.  
     As YouthBuild Boston’s 
Head GED Teacher, Mary sees 
her work as an opportunity to 
more directly impact the lives 
of students in need.  And she 
has done just that. So far this 
year, Mary’s hard work and 
determination has resulted in 
ten high school dropouts getting 
back on track by earning their 
GEDs. She is preparing many 
more students to tackle the 
test later in the year.  
     Program Director Rob 
Duncan sees Mary’s achieve-
ments on a daily basis. “Mary is 
always the fi rst one in and last 
one out each and every day,” 
he said. “She works tirelessly 
for her students and they ap-
preciate it.  The results she is 
getting from kids who haven’t 
been able to succeed in a tra-
ditional classroom is nothing 
short of amazing.” 

Staff Profi le

Mary Thomas
Head GED Teacher

Thomas speaks at graduation in 2007.

     For those who are familiar with 
YouthBuild Boston, mentioning 
the organization might conjure 
images of students wearing hard 
hats, working on construction 
sites, or cleaning up run-down 
landscapes.  Yes, those activities 

are alive and well here. But 
new programs and roles are 
continually being developed. 
As the building trades evolve, 
so does YouthBuild Boston. 
     This summer has brought a 
few new faces to 504 Dudley
Street.  Two interns were re-
cruited from Northeastern 
University’s school of architecture 
to help with project manage-
ment and a sharpened focus 
on green building.  Alya Garry 
and Chris Freda will fulfi ll their 
co-op requirement by splitting 
time between the construction 
department and the Designery. 
     Antoine Smith helped out 
behind the scenes as well. He 
worked for several weeks in 
the NTTP computer repair 

program, helping refurbish com-
puters. Typically, the computers 
are sold to local residents at a 
low cost, but Antoine worked 
on a special batch that will be do-
nated to organizations in Liberia.  
After a job well done,  Antoine 
has moved on to enroll in Year 
Up, a highly touted computer 
science program, and will take 
courses at Cambridge College.
     YouthBuild Boston has also 
launched the pilot for a new 
program. Kira Adams and Loveth 
Omo, two graduates of Madison 
Park High School, are the fi rst 
two students in the Women’s 
Property Management Initiative. 
The program aims to provide an 
alternate entry point into the 
building trades for women, who 
are largely underrepresented 
in the industry.  Students will 
gain experience in property and 
project management, computer 
skills, building maintenance, and 
light construction. 

Same place, new twists.
New roles and programs show off
a different side of YouthBuild Boston

New faces from summer 2008 (L-R): Kira, 
Antoine, Chris (standing); Loveth, Alya (seated)

The shed at Hearth’s Burroughs Street House 
in progress (above, top), and completed (above). 
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VA Hospital, Mass. YouthBuild Coalition
hit home run with Red Sox Foundation
     YouthBuild Boston recently 
joined other Mass. YouthBuild 
Coalition members and the Red 
Sox Foundation to improve the 
recreation and adaptive sports 
therapy facilities at the Brockton 
VA Hospital.
     YouthBuild students and staff 
spent several weeks working at 
the VA, preparing for the Red Sox 
Foundation Nation Service Day 
on August 16. On that day, some 
200 volunteers joined the effort, 
coming from project sponsor 
Covidien and other groups.
     Projects included: demolishing 
walls to create a new weight room; 
installing new fl ooring; creating 
storage and transportation devices 
for adaptive kayaking equipment; 
repairing the vets’ softball fi eld; 
building picnic tables; landscaping 
the courtyard; painting; and more.
     Service day participants were 
treated to surprise visits by Red 

Sox manager Terry Francona and 
players Mike Lowell, Tim Wakefi eld, 
Jonathan Papelbon, Mike Timlin, 
Julio Lugo, Justin Masterson, and 
Jeff Bailey, who came to thank the 
veterans and project volunteers.
     “The Red Sox wanted to serve 
the men and women who have so 
bravely served us, but we could 
not have taken on this big project 
without the skills and dedication of 

the talented team at YouthBuild,” 
said Meg Vaillancourt, Red Sox 
Sr. VP,  who heads the Red Sox 
Foundation, the offi cial team 
charity.  “Every step of the way, 
YouthBuild led this project and 
made it a success.”
     As a thank you,  the Red Sox 
Foundation treated all project 
participants from YouthBuild to a 
recent game at Fenway Park.

Along with Covidien volunteers, YouthBuild staff and students resurface the VA Hospital softball 
fi eld (L); Two YouthBuild Boston students hoist a tree into position. for planting (R).

Boston, that address similar issues
in the U.S.  The delegates realized 
the potential for working with 
YouthBuild Boston and paid a visit 
to the organization’s Roxbury 
offi ce.  Although the groups have 

very different backgrounds, they 
recognized that they also share 
many hopes and struggles.  
     The discussions brought out
a few key ways in which YouthBuild
Boston will be able to lend support. 
First,  YouthBuild Boston rebuilds
used computers and will send a

shipment of 20 computers to the
delegates’ institutions in Liberia.
     Second,  YouthBuild Boston will 
give technical guidance to Liberian 
vocational ed. programs, sharing 
technologies and best practices. This
knowledge will improve buildings and 
make trainees more marketable as 
they enter the workforce.
     YouthBuild Boston will also help 
by sharing advocacy and outreach 
strategies.  The organization is a 
staunch advocate for labor laws 
that benefi t local workers.  They have
worked with industry leaders to 
provide professional development 
and jobs for their graduates, and 
aim to help their new Liberian 
friends do the same.

Strengthening youth... in Liberia

Two Liberian Delegates speak with Mumford and Smith in YouthBuild Boston’s computer lab.

     In June, YouthBuild Boston made 
an unusual addition to its service 
area: Liberia. Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, 
President of the Republic of Liberia, 
sent a delegation to Boston.  The
delegates came to study work-
force development and education 
programs, which are both badly 
needed as the country emerges 
from 14 years of civil wars.  
     The Univ. of Massachusetts’ 
Dr. Edmund Beard coordinated the 
visit.  State Rep. Byron Rushing 
also helped, calling an info session 
at the State House, during which 
the delegation met with several 
organizations, including YouthBuild      
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subject. I knew I’d use it no matter 
what I did in life.  There were many 
ups and downs, and it was tough. 
But I did it. It was only a matter of 
me taking advantage.
     But when I graduated a year 
ago, I felt lost. I knew it was just the 
beginning of my life.  I knew college 
wasn’t for me — I’m more of a 
‘hands-on’ person. It was tough be-
cause I had no support system, but 
I had teachers who cared. One of 
my teachers went out of her way 
to help me fi nd what fi t me, and I 
found YouthBuild Boston. I followed 
my heart towards carpentry. 
     Today I feel so happy with the 
track I’m on.  I love what I do, I am 
making money doing it, and I have 
a girlfriend that loves and supports 
me.  I feel like I couldn’t ask for 
more. I hope that I am inspiration 
to others at YouthBuild Boston.  All 
it takes is to believe in yourself. 

Daniel Brito
Construction Training Program Graduate
     Daniel made quite a turnaround 
during his seven months at Youth-
Build Boston.  Although he had 
a rocky start in the program, he 
soon established himself as a peer 
leader.  As a young man without 
a support system and no career 
path, Dan recognized that he had 
found a pathway to success.
     Daniel is now an apprentice 
with the Carpenters Union Local 
67.  He is currently working for 
Capeway Interiors, of Haverhill, 
MA, earning more than $17 hourly 
plus benefi ts. He still strives for self-
improvement, taking extra math 
courses and honing his craft. 

Torris Portis
Construction Training Program Graduate
     When Torris entered the Con-
struction Training Program he had 
no construction experience.  He
worked hard and soon became a 
role model for other students. Tim 
Tudor, YouthBuild Boston’s General 
Superintendent, recalls, “Torris had 
perfect attendance and a willing 
attitude.  He never quit or laid down.”
     Torris is now a fi rst-year Ap-
prentice in the Carpenters Union 
Local 33. He is employed by Dimeo 
Construction, earning more than 
$17 hourly plus benefi ts. “The 
YouthBuild Boston experience 
prepared me for the job site,” he 
said. “They mean business.” 

     Three years ago, I would have 
told anyone that I wouldn’t be 
where I am today.  School was hard, 
so I didn’t focus and I got in a lot of 
trouble. I spent most of my teenage 
years in juvenile facilities. It got so 
bad that I wasn’t allowed into regu-
lar classes in Boston Public Schools. 
I thought about dropping out.
     But I got to a point where I 
realized it was all on me. I knew I 
didn’t want to be like my parents, 
I wanted to be better.  I set a lot 
of goals, the main one being to 
graduate.  I realized that nobody 
was going to do it for me.  I gave 
it a serious chance, and I received 
the attention I needed. I found that 
I learned different from others so 
I was put in a small class and had 
an IEP (individual education plan). 
I didn’t see myself as different — I 
liked to learn as much as any other 
student. Math was my favorite  

Self confi dence goes a long way.
by Daniel Brito, Construction Training Program graduate
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