Teen Empowerment Gathers Youth for Peace in Somerville and Dorchester
On April 10th at Somerville High School, Boston and Somerville based Teen Empowerment partnered with the City of Somerville to host the 4th Annual Somerville Youth Peace Conference, “Rising From Our Roots,” bringing together over 500 Somerville youth, parents, teachers, and police to identify problems plaguing the community and to elicit a call to action from community members.
Less than a month later, hundreds of local teens turned out for Teen Empowerment’s 18th Annual Boston Youth Peace Conference, “Think Outside the Block,” on May 8th at the Jeremiah E. Burke High School in Dorchester. Both afternoons featured youth performances, resource fairs featuring local organizations that serve teens and other workshops and dialogue sessions.
Since January, the Teen Empowerment youth organizers worked with support and guidance from staff, to prepare songs, raps, spoken word pieces, speeches and skits for the Peace Conferences.  “We take the issues that are most affecting our community today and impact them through these artistic vehicles,” said Amanda Holm, Assistant Director of Teen Empowerment Somerville. 
Teen Empowerment Commonwealth Corps Members Julia Wolinksy, Brandan Morris and Hannah Rosenberg assisted in the production of the show; helping to write the script, coach performances, compose beats to accompany original youth raps and songs, design fliers and create backdrops.  “The greatest reward for contributing my service was seeing the impact of my dedication as a volunteer inspire others to accomplish goals that wouldn’t have been achieved under other circumstances,” said Morris, who serves as a Resident Artist Music Specialist at TE.   
The Peace Conference gives youth a voice to talk about how they and their community have been affected by issues such as gang violence, police/youth relationships, drug and alcohol use and racial profiling and what they are doing to make positive changes. “I’ll break through the fear and pain so my courage can be the cure.  I’ll be in the news for my passion for action not for the passion for destruction,” said Carlos, an 18 year old Teen Empowerment Youth Organizer, in his spoken-word poem entitled Stone Jungle. 
The support and collaboration from community members and community organizations was overwhelmingly positive. On evaluation surveys, 91% of attendees said that the event made them more hopeful for the future and 90% said they were now more likely to make positive choices. Above all, this year’s Peace Conferences truly demonstrated how many people in Boston and Somerville are committed to making positive social changes in their communities.
