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Our feature article explores how youth promotores (community health
workers), in partnership with adults and Latino Health Access staff, have
applied Paulo Freire’s methods of reflective action to move from learned
helplessness to hope in one low-income Latino community.
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B a c k g ro u n d
Latino Health Access (LHA) is a community-based organization dedicated
to improving the health and well-being of recent immigrant families in Santa
Ana, California. LHA relies almost exclusively on pro m o t o res, or commu-
nity health workers, to address a wide range of public health pro b l e m s .
Established in 1993, LHA conducts the majority of its work in the “92701”
zip code, which has a population of 61,363 residents, 92 percent of whom
a re Latino, 60 percent of whom are foreign born, and 90 percent of whom
a re under age 45 (U.S. Census, 2000). The median household income is
$33,728, with an average of 4.5 persons per family. 

O v e rc rowding is a serious problem in the area with as many as thre e
families sharing a one-bedroom apartment, and others re s o rting to re n t i n g
garages and even closets to serve as sleeping spaces. A Rockefeller Institute
study of urban hardship ranked Santa Ana as the hardest city in the nation
to live in, when compared to the other 54 largest cities in the U.S. (Montiel
et al., 2004). While the area comprises only 21.5 percent of the Santa Ana
Police Depart m e n t ’s south coast division, it generated more than 40 perc e n t
of all police re p o rts in the city in 2003 and accounted for 56 percent of all
juvenile crime re p o rted in the city (Santa Ana Police Department, 2003).
The area has few after-school opportunities for youth, and no childcare or
community centers. Young children play unsupervised in the streets, older
siblings are frequently the primary caregivers for their younger siblings, and
school drop-out and teen pregnancy rates are high.  

A Climate of Hope
R e c e n t l y, LHA became aware of the challenges youth face in the communi-
t y. In 1995, with start-up funding from the California Wellness Foundation,
LHA established the Children and Youth Initiative. The goal of the pro g r a m
is to improve child and adolescent well-being and reduce risk factors for vio-
lence, school drop-out, and other health risk behaviors.  

The youth-driven intervention is based on Brazilian educator Paulo
F re i re ’s methods of reflective action (Fre i re, 1970). These methods can help
o rganizations join with groups that are socially and economically marg i n a l-
ized and without political voice, ultimately helping residents to create a cli-
mate of hope and overcome limits, rather than seeing their life situations as
“dense, impenetrable, and enveloping” (Fre i re, 1970).

In Fre i re ’s model, assistants—in this case the youth pro m o t o res—go into
the community with the intervening organization, collect data to describe
life in that area, and re p o rt back to the larger group. These re p o rts stimu-
late dialogue about the reality of living situations in the area. In this stage,
called “decoding,” each person presents and shares his or her findings and
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feelings about these observ a-
tions. Through a series of dis-
cussions, they arrive at themes
c o n c e rning situations that limit
the residents. Themes for the
youth program included alco-
holism and related violence,
poor pedestrian safety, lack of
n e i g h b o rhood beauty, pro b-
lems with intergenerational family communication, and lack of positive
activities for youth.  

Questions are posed about why these situations and conditions exist.
T h rough this process, people deepen their reflections and generate other
questions.  

Themes for the youth program included

alcoholism and related violence, poor

pedestrian safety, lack of neighborh o o d

b e a u t y, problems with interg e n e r a t i o n a l

family communication, and lack of 

positive activities for youth.

YO U T H PR O M O T O R E S: CH A L L E N G E S A N D OP P O RT U N I T I E S

Youth pro m o t o res—who are considered “community leaders”—face
a number of special challenges.

First, there are the unique circumstances of their own lives. Most
come from high-risk environments. All live in low-income or extre m e l y
low-income families. Many have experienced violence or, at the very
least, disruption of family ties during immigration. Some come from fam-
ilies struggling with alcohol dependency and domestic violence. Most
come from families where their parents’ ability to provide support and
s u p e rvision is affected by the long working hours necessary to make ends
meet. Most of the parents have a hard time advocating for their childre n
within U.S. institutions such as the school system because of limited lan-
guage and cultural fluency. The youth pro m o t o res need support in deal-
ing with these and other stressors in their daily life. 

In addition, the youth face the challenge of having been identified as
a “leader,” a label that sometimes sets them apart from their communi-
ties. Adult staff leaders must both recognize and address these challenges.
The LHA program provides this support to youth in two ways: thro u g h
weekly meetings with a social worker and monthly meetings with a 
psychologist, herself an immigrant from Latin America; and by building
a culture of trust and mutual support among the youth. Through this
p rocess, youth learn that staff—including the dire c t o r — a re available to
them anytime they need help, whether after hours, on weekends, or 
during holidays. 
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F re i re recommends the participation of a psychologist or sociologist in
the process to help the group note the components of the themes as they
e m e rge and develop skill-building and educational sessions around the
themes. This process counters the view that nothing can be changed, and
interjects hope. More discussion follows, during which the group identifies
feasible actions, and then takes those actions, testing the residents’ ability to
successfully create change and giving the group the energy it needs to take
yet another action.  

The LHA Youth Promotor Pro g r a m
F rom 1995 to 2000, LHA re c ruited, hired, and trained 12 high-risk youth,
ages 13 to 19, to work as youth pro m o t o res within their communities.
These youth pro m o t o res worked in-depth with approximately 120 addi-
tional youth, using youth councils as the organizing stru c t u re. Through their
activities, youth pro m o t o res and the youth council members reached an
additional 2,000 community members, 20 percent of whom were adults.  

R e c ruiting and training pro m o t o re s . Youth were re c ruited to the pro g r a m
t h rough a three-phase process that began by the identification of “natural
communities” within the 92701 area. Residents were asked to define their
n e i g h b o rhood or community—in general, the two- to three-block are a
a round their home, or the building complex where they live. LHA selected
four of these natural communities as intervention sites based on perc e i v e d
need and residents’ receptiveness.  

Next, LHA staff and adult pro m o t o res conducted initial outreach in
each of the four communities. They knocked on doors in the targeted neigh-
b o rhoods, introduced the program, and extended invitations to social gath-
erings. During this process residents and agency staff became “co-investiga-
tors” in re s e a rching their community.

Once youth leaders are identified and enrolled as pro m o t o res, they
receive comprehensive training in leadership, needs and re s o u rce assess-
ment, data collection and analysis, problem solving, and communication
skills. A critical part of this training is for youth to build skills in self-care
and self-management. 

Conducting community outreach and establishing youth councils. Once
established, the youth promotor teams are assigned to work either in the
communities where they live or in surrounding areas. The decision is based
on three factors: their comfort level working in their own neighborh o o d s ,
their ages (older youth pro m o t o res are paired with younger ones), and their
gender (boys are paired with girls). 



LO R E N A’S ST O RY

L o rena, one of the youth pro m o t o res, identified alcohol abuse as a
“theme” in her community after observing broken bottles lying aro u n d
the building complex, hearing several parents mention concerns about
public drinking, and talking with one of her friends about his pare n t s ’
p roblems with alcohol in his home. Lorena discussed the theme of alco-
hol with the other youth pro m o t o res and found that they too saw this as
a serious problem in their community. 

Applying the hope-energy-action model, Lorena and the other youth
p ro m o t o res collected data, using whatever methods and indicators they
believed best conveyed the reality they were observing. They counted
alcohol outlets in their neighborhood and compared this data to counts
taken in wealthier surrounding communities. They also took photo-
graphs of children walking past men who were gathered outside bars and
drinking, and of local convenience store refrigerators filled with alcohol
yet containing very little milk.

A rmed with their photos and an overhead pro j e c t o r, Lorena and her
team re p o rted their findings to neighborhood youth and adults. During
their presentation, the team reflected on the data they collected and
s h a red their impressions with the larger audience. Some reflections were
deeply disturbing. For example, when a youth was taking photos of a
liquor store re f r i g e r a t o r, the owner chased the youth out and yelled, “Go
back to your own country!” In another example, Lorena interv i e w e d
youth in her high school, asking whether they had ever tried alcohol. She
o b s e rved that the boys who responded, “No,” seemed ashamed and
e m b a rrassed about not having tried alcohol. Although these outcomes
sometimes left the youth shaken, it also made them even more determ i n e d
to address the issue of alcohol abuse in their communities. 

L o rena and her team invited other youth and adults to discuss these
outcomes and reflections and to take action. Using the agency as a bridge
to re s o u rces and decision makers, the youth council successfully designed
i n f o rmational campaigns, mobilized the community, and defeated two
liquor licenses.

[ Youth pro m o t o res] counted alcohol outlets in their neighborh o o d
and compared this data to counts taken in wealthier surro u n d i n g
communities. They also took photographs of . . . local convenience
s t o re refrigerators filled with alcohol yet containing very little milk.
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I n i t i a l l y, the youth and adult programs were separate. However, it
became clear that adults were needed to help the youth do outreach. Now
all major outreach and events are conducted with an adult promotor pre s-
ent. In fact, the pairing of youth and adult pro m o t o res was so successful
that adult pro m o t o res and the youth decided to jointly plan and implement
a four-week, interactive alcohol campaign, which took place in the stre e t s
of the four neighborhoods (see the sidebar “Lore n a ’s Story” for more about
the campaign). Adult and youth promotor teams are supported during re g-
ular meetings by a social worker and psychologist.  

H o p e - e n e rg y - a c t i o n . The cornerstone of the youth pro m o t o res’ training,
and of the intervention program itself, is the hope-energy-action pro j e c t .
Based on Fre i re ’s recommendations, youth pro m o t o res are taught to look
and listen for “themes” in the communities they are assigned to. This occurs
during casual conversations
with youth and parents in the
c o m m u n i t y, during home vis-
its, at door-to-door surv e y s ,
and in community meetings. 

Once the youth pro m o-
t o res identify a theme, they
first bring the theme to the
other pro m o t o res for discus-
sion and confirmation. Next,
the staff train youth pro m o-
t o res on the basic principles of
data collection. Finally, youth collect data to confirm the accuracy and
i m p o rtance of the community-generated theme. After collecting data, youth
re p o rt their findings back to their communities. The presentations help the
youth develop leadership and problem solving skills, and promote involve-
ment by youth and adults in the larger community. In turn, this helps to
build the support the youth need to carry out their hope-energy-action pro j-
ects, and to both build and strengthen ties between youth and adults. 

Next, the youth pro m o t o res repeat the process of theme generation, data
collection, and re p o rting back to their youth councils. Pro m o t o res and
councils design and implement a “hope-energy-action” project that addre s s-
es the identified problems.  

R e f l e c t i o n . After completing a hope-energy-action project, the youth pro-
m o t o res and their youth councils learn to evaluate the project impact by
asking, “What happened as a result of the project?” In addition to collect-

It does not matter whether residents are

working to reduce youth violence,

i n c rease park space, or prevent the

a p p roval of more liquor licenses in their

n e i g h b o rhoods. It is important, however, 

that participants understand the pro c e s s

of change and how action really does

make a diff e re n c e .
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ing data to assess impact, the youth are guided through a series of questions
designed to help them reflect on and gain a deeper understanding of the
actions taken as well as the intended and unintended consequences of the
actions. Using the energy generated by the (usually) successful actions, nat-
ural next steps are planned, or new themes are tackled. When Fre i re ’s
p rocess of reflection and action is successfully implemented, hope is gener-
ated, and energy to tackle new projects is high. 

F rom a Freirian perspective, and for LHA, the objective of the action
does not matter. Residents might work to reduce youth violence, incre a s e
park space, prevent the approval of more liquor licenses in their neighbor-
hoods, or improve their community in other ways. What is most import a n t
is that participants understand the process of change and how action re a l l y
does make a diff e re n c e .

EVA L U AT I O N O F T H E YO U T H PR O M O T O R PR O G R A M

Imoyeshe, an evaluation team hired by The California We l l n e s s
Foundation, conducted a formal evaluation of the impact of the youth
p romotor program on social networks in the community. The results 
f o l l o w :

• The number of people who participated in an activity to change
something about their neighborhood more than doubled over baseline
(42 percent, p<.01). 

• Youth re p o rted receiving more parental assistance with homework
(p<.05) and indicated that parents had visited their school more 
often than at baseline (p<.05). 

• Youth re p o rted an increase in believing in the importance of serv i n g
as leaders at school or in the community (p<.01).  

• Seven times more adults and five times more youth participated in an
activity to reduce alcohol consumption in their neighborh o o d s .
S p e c i f i c a l l y, teens successfully mobilized peers and adults to block two
conditional use permits in a neighborhood that is already saturated
with alcohol outlets and that suffers from high rates of alcohol re l a t e d
p roblems.   

• All 12 of the youth pro m o t o res have completed some community col-
lege. All but two are expected to graduate in the next two years and
transfer to state universities. 
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Challenges, Lessons Learned, and Implications for Practice
Agencies wishing to implement this model may want to consider the follow-
ing ten principles of practice that LHA believes are critical to success.  

1. O ffer a mechanism to enhance part i c i p a t i o n . People will part i c i p a t e ,
s h a re assets, and work to improve the community, if a mechanism exists
for them to do so. Hope- energy-action projects create this mechanism.  

2. Build on the skills of community members. H a rnessing a community’s
skills and talents, LHA believes, is the secret to transforming that com-
m u n i t y. The pro m o t o res are trained to notice and ask about community
members’ assets, talents, and skills and to help create opportunities for
those talents to be utilized so that community members can achieve their
d reams and hopes.  Much time is spent helping staff and community
members see beyond the dominant culture ’s deficit view of immigrant
communities, and to notice and build on what is right.

3. Model agency management and intervention methods. The management
of LHA models the pro g r a m ’s methods and philosophy. Using the same
principles taught to the youth, the agency director and staff use Fre i r i a n
theories and empowerment approaches in all activities. Weekly training
and support sessions with all staff are key to making this happen. The
c u l t u re of empowerment created within the agency and staff is then com-
municated to the youth.

4. Teach the benefits of re c i p ro c i t y. L H A’s partnerships with the communi-
ty are based on a philosophy of mutual respect and mutual contribution.
U n d e r s e rved communities are very re s o u rceful. People have something to
give and feel better when they can give it. Contributions such as off e r i n g
their living room for a meeting space, bringing food to a gathering, or
making decorations for a fiesta allow people to maintain dignity and
build ongoing relationships based on re s p e c t .

5. Understand the value of compensation versus volunteerism. Youth and
adults are hired and paid for the work they do. Children are compensat-
ed using a point system they can redeem for school supplies and other
things they need and want. When professionals earning salaries ask re s i-
dents in distressed communities to volunteer, it further underscores the
daily inequities faced by these community members.  
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6. View youth programs in the context of broader intervention eff o rt s . T h e
youth receive considerable support from a full team of professionals and
lay community members. This is critical because community members
view programs holistically, not categorically, as funders often do. Issues
such as housing and violence, access to food and health, and family com-
munication and academic success are all linked. 

7. Allow youth to be in charg e . The hope-energy-action projects are concep-
tualized and developed by youth, who are perceived as the experts. LHA
is seen as the support entity. 

8. E n s u re long-term part i c i p a t i o n . Change takes time; building community
t rust takes time. “Hit and run” programs erode community trust. Staying
long enough to see true change, which can take several years, re q u i re s
both staying the course and being flexible as the community identifies
other pressing issues. Learn to celebrate small successes and milestones
along the way.

9. Funding the program is a long-term commitment. In the past, founda-
tions primarily funded new programs, which limits an org a n i z a t i o n ’s abil-
ity to stay with one project long enough to see change. However, some
foundations are beginning to recognize the need to fund the operations of
agencies or ongoing programs. More o v e r, the hope-energ y - a c t i o n
a p p roach, in which content is less important than process, can allow an
agency to view the community comprehensively and change content focus
without losing the integrity of a program.  This can help to sustain a 
p rogram over the long term and reduce agency tendencies to change
d i rection in response to funders’ “hot topics” (e.g., youth engagement
and violence prevention in the recent past, and obesity curre n t l y ) .

10. Help low-income communities move from learned helplessness to hope
and action. L e a rned helplessness is a major barrier to change for youth
and adults in low-income communities, especially in immigrant commu-
nities. Many immigrants arrive in the United States after enduring much
h a rdship and with great idealism and hope, only to endure exploitation
by landlords, employers, and others after arrival. The effect can be 
p a rticularly severe for the youth who are often alienated from pare n t s
because of long work schedules and varying rates of acculturation.
Many service programs mistakenly re i n f o rce helplessness and hopeless-
ness by “doing for or to” rather than “with” the community and youth.
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C o n t a c t :

Ginger Hahn, MPH
D i rector of Communications

Latino Health Access
1717 N. Bro a d w a y

Santa Ana, CA 92706-2605
Phone: 714.542.7792
Fax: 714.542.4853

Email: g h a h n @ l a t i n o h e a l t h a c c e s s . o rg
Web: w w w. l a t i n o h e a l t h a c c e s s . o rg

C reating small opportunities for positive change, which youth and
adults can drive, allows them to experience 
success in changing their lives and their communities, thereby building
hope and paving the way to ongoing positive action in the community. 

Lyndee Knox, Ph.D., works at the Department of Family Medicine,
University of Southern California, Keck School of Medicine. 
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