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DHS/Mural Arts collaboration gives voice to older youth in foster care
Philadelphia—The Philadelphia Department of Human Services (DHS) and the Mural Arts Program (MAP) will hold an event at the Achieving Independence Center (AIC) to showcase OUTspoken, a new multimedia project that gives foster youth a platform to express their thoughts and feelings about issues that affect their lives. The AIC is a one-stop self-sufficiency center that helps youth aging out of foster care make a successful transition to independence.

OUTspoken, which is funded by DHS, is part of the MAP’s ArtWorks! Program, which provides skill-based learning workshops for young people in Philadelphia.   The youth-driven project involved young people from the AIC, the Youth Health Empowerment Project (YHEP) and the Attic Youth Center who participated in a series of workshops facilitated by the Attic’s Bryson Institute. The workshops used poetry and art making as a means to discuss the array of challenges these young people grapple with regularly including homophobia and transphobia, racism and poverty, homelessness, the foster care system, access to healthcare, school violence, and flash mobs.

Based on their conversations, youth thought about what a "safe space" meant to them - how it looked, felt, and could be created in situations where it previously did not exist. They designed symbols, wrote poetry, made drawings, and candidly documented their own stories in their own voices.  They also created a YouTube Channel, featuring pubic service announcements and designed pages for a “zine.”  Samples of their work can be found at http://youthoutspoken.wordpress.com/.
According to DHS Commissioner Anne Marie Ambrose, the OUTspoken represents a creative and effective way of helping youth cope with some of the difficult issues they confront on a daily basis. “Adolescence is a turbulent time for most young people,” she said. “But for foster youth, every challenge is magnified.  Without a stable home or parental support and guidance, these youth feel particularly marginalized.  This project provides an opportunity for youth not only to process their emotions about the challenges and obstacles they face, but also to discuss these issues with their peers and caring adults.”    

According to Emily Squires, ArtWorks! Assistant Program Manager, the youth who participated in the project will also sponsor a T-shirt making station and resource table at Philadelphia’s Pride Day, which takes place on Sunday, June 13th.  The resource table will include a new pocket guide to emergency services for youth created by the program participants.  
###
The Philadelphia Department of Human Services is the City agency charged with protecting children from abuse, neglect, and delinquency; ensuring their safety and permanency in nurturing home environments; and strengthening and preserving families by enhancing community-based prevention services. In partnership with community organizations, DHS provides services to strengthen the overall well being of Philadelphia children, youth, and families using a customer focused approach that is responsive to evolving community needs.

The Mural Arts Program is the nation’s largest mural program.  Since 1984, Mural Arts has created over 3,000 murals and works of public art, earning Philadelphia international recognition as the “City of Murals.”  Mural Arts engages over 100 communities each year in the transformation of neighborhoods through the mural-making process, while award-winning, free art education programs serve nearly 2,000 youth at sites throughout the city and at-risk teens through education outreach programs.  
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