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We consider this room in the school and we don’t consider this room in the school. This is our place. This is our room. I had a fight with this girl and we came down here and worked it out. We did it for the sake of the group-not because she wanted to be my friend or I wanted to be her friend. Because we valued this group more than we valued our stupid arguments.

-A “Let’s Talk About It” participant
Valuing the group, having a place in school that is “our place,” making a choice to do something with fighting which is other than fighting. These are ways that the adolescent participants in “Let’s Talk About It” speak about the difference it has made in their lives. At the same time, the young people's words articulate the key methodological features of this unique school-based mental health program. To the creators of “Let’s Talk About It,” mental health means emotional growth. Emotional growth means being committed to something larger than yourself (“valuing the group”), having ownership of something you've created (“our place”) and learning to create options for how to be (“making a choice”). In 1993 when the Erasmus school based health clinic had been operating for only a year, social worker Barbara Silverman was invited to come in to strengthen the clinic's mental health component. From Silverman's prior experiences she knew that she wanted to approach this assignment as a creative and collaborative process. Her training in the developmental therapeutic approach known as social therapy, combined with extensive experience working with youth in a variety of out-of-school settings, led her to see this as an opportunity to partner with young people in collectively creating opportunities for their growth and development. This chapter tells the story of what Silverman and the Erasmus students created.

In the language of the profession, the Erasmus Silverman mental health program (the Silverman model) is coherent with several contemporary descriptive terms. For example, “Let’s Talk About It” is an indicated (secondary) prevention program for young people experiencing a high level of stress who are still functioning well in their school, home, and community environments. The program is, as well, a tertiary program for young people experiencing considerable social, emotional, and/or academic difficulties. “Let’s Talk About It” can also be described as an enhancement model that operates from the assumption that as young people become more competent and capable, their social and emotional well-being improves and they are better able to deal with the stressors in their lives (Durlak & Wells, 1997). Finally, “Let’s Talk About It” is a protective factor in the lives of youth who are bombarded with the impact of racism, poverty, and community and family violence. 

Such descriptive terminology, however, is only part of the story. In this chapter we want to share, to the extent possible, the actual process of creating “prevention,” “enhancement” and “a protective factor” and the meaning this has for young people. Additionally, we believe that “Let's Talk About It” is a new method of practice that provides a fresh perspective on adolescent mental health. After a brief overview of the literature on youth mental health and youth development, we discuss the origins, development and philosophical underpinnings of “Let’s Talk About It.” Throughout, we illustrate with anecdotes and participants' observations on the program and its impact at both individual and group levels. 

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT AND MENTAL HEALTH PRACTICE
It is well documented that young people in contemporary society experience a multitude of stressors. Strom, Oguinick & Singer (1995) report results from querying over 2500 youth from urban, suburban and small city settings about the pressures they face. The major stressors young people mentioned were “the presence of violence, drugs and alcohol in their lives, pressures they experience from peers, hostility toward other racial groups, confusions about sexual involvement and fears of pregnancy and disease, concern about family members, and the difficulty in relying upon adults as sources of support and guidance" (p. 355). Many studies corroborate these experiences, pointing to high rates of violence, substance abuse, unwanted teen-pregnancy, school dropout and AIDS among youth. (Barton, Watkins, & Jarjoura, 1997; Bearman, Jones, & Udry, 1997; Dupper & Poertner, 1997; Luster & Small, 1994; Strom, Oguinick & Singer, 1995; Sussman et al., 2002; Weist et al., 1995; Weist et al., 2000). 

One effective vehicle through which young people get support to deal with these and other painful and potentially debilitating life stressors is group work (Bauer, Sapp, & Johnson, 2000; Corey & Corey, 2002; Dutton, 2001; Goodman, Getzel, & Ford, 1996; Malekoff, 1997; Schectman, 1993; Schwartz, 1971; Wohl, 2000). According to Malekoff (1997), group interventions have been a significant protective factor in the lives of many young people for the past century through decreasing social isolation and promoting a sense of belonging. Group interventions have been reported to constructively address some of the factors that influence young people to join gangs, such as a need for recognition, a sense of belonging, and a sense of oneself as valued (Corey & Corey, 2002; Dutton, 2001; Goodman, Getzel, & Ford, 1996; Malekoff, 1997; Reiboldt, 2001). 

Group work has been effectively conducted in school settings (Bauer, Sapp, & Johnson, 2000; Goodnough & Ripley, 1997; Ripley & Goodnough, 2001; Schmidt, 1999; Schectman, 1993). Group programs can facilitate school connectedness, “the feeling of connectedness to school personnel and the school environment” (Bonny et al., 2000, p. 1017), to the extent that they build their relationship to the broader school community. Research indicates that a high level of school connectedness is strongly related to safer behaviors (Resnick et al, 1997) and better health outcomes (Mechanic & Hansell, 1987; Resnick et al., 1997; Resnick, Harris & Blum, 1993) as well as less school absenteeism, less disruptive behavior in school, and higher academic achievement (Battistich & Hom, 1997; Battistich et al., 1995). 

Group work with youth has traditionally been aimed towards ameliorating or preventing certain pathological conditions, and many programs still operate from this perspective (Morrison, Alcorn, & Nelums, 1997; Nixon, 1997). However, the paradigm shift within psychology and social work from pathology to positive traits and from deficits to development is having its impact on ways of working with youth and ways of thinking about group work. The National Collaboration for Youth, for example, put forth a clear statement in the direction of fostering youth development: “Youth development means purposefully seeking to meet youth needs and build youth competencies relevant to enabling them to become successful adults. Rather than seeing youth as problems, this positive development approach views them instead as resources and builds on their strengths and capabilities to develop within their own community” (1996, p. 1). 

Others concur. Barton and his colleagues (1997) call for a shift in perspective away from a focus on correcting perceived individual deficits to enhancing the potential for healthy development for all youth in the community. Pittman and Cahill (1991) claim that better long-term outcomes evolve from increasing developmental supports and opportunities available to young people, not focusing on problems. Finn & Checkoway (1995) point to the growing recognition that youth are resources: "The notion is that young people have roles as citizens - with rights to participate and responsibilities to serve - and that adults are allies in the process. The changing conception of youth promises to benefit young people and their communities - in addition to human services” (p. 336). Added support for this perspective comes from Newman and Holzman's developmental social therapeutic approach; based on the premise that development is the cure for a whole host of emotional and behavioral problems, social therapy has been utilized in the creation of several effective therapeutic and educational programs for youth (Holzman, 1997, 2000; Newman and Holzman, 1996, 1997). 

From helping to shape social service programs to volunteering for community service projects, from creating educational programs to organizing youth retreats, young people are coming together to build something and, in the process, are developing their capacities and building strengths for the future. Research indicates the importance of such strengths-based, youth development approaches, especially those that focus on the whole person rather than a specific problem to be prevented or “fixed” and that operate from a person-in-environment perspective (Andrews, Soberman, & Dishion, 1995; Botvin et al., 1995; Hawkins et al., 1999; Kusche & Greenberg, 1994; Slavan et al., 1996; Smith, Redican, & Olson, 1992; Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995). Barton, Watkins and Jarjoura (1997) suggest that the benefits of these experiences include “safety and structure, belonging and membership, self-worth and an ability to contribute, independence and control over one’s life, closeness and several good relationships, and competence and mastery” (p. 487). In noting that most teens still do not have access to these kinds of development-focused programs, Nixon claims that they "promote development by building on strengths, creating opportunities to learn and practice real life skills, and facilitating mutually beneficial participation in programs and communities” (Nixon, 1997, p. 5).

“Let’s Talk About It” operationalizes many of the above characteristics and values of the youth development perspective. Interestingly, it grows out of a different tradition than most other programs. The youth development approach Silverman took in initiating “Let's Talk About It” originated in a synthesis of non-diagnostic group psychotherapy and innovative child development theory and drew upon prior youth development programs created by her colleagues (Fulani, 2000; Holzman, 1997, 1999, 2002; Holzman & Polk, 1988; LaCerva, 1992; Mendez, 1999; Newman & Holzman, 1993, 1996; Strickland & Holzman, 1989). 

The central feature of this approach, performance social therapy, is its ability to tap into the human capacity to perform as “other” and to utilize this capacity in the service of continuous emotional growth. Expanding on the observations of the performative nature of learning and development in early childhood made by the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1978), performance social therapy involves its participants in creating environments in which they are free to create new performances of themselves. Engaging in this joint creative activity, people come to see and experience themselves and others as active creators and performers of their lives. Development is understood as an ongoing active process that people create together. As Holzman states, the problematic we are dealing with is that in contemporary culture, “We tend to see, experience and respond to people as products (identities, labels, and members of a category) rather than as ongoing process. We see ourselves and others as ‘who we are’ (products) and not as simultaneously ‘who we are’ (which includes our history of becoming who we are) and ‘who we are becoming.’ Yet, each one of us is, at every moment, both being and becoming” (2002, p. 19).

Performance social therapy has been found to help young people, most of whom have some relationship to on-stage performance, to experience themselves as performers in everyday life and experience their behavior as a series of performance choices. This way of being related to and of viewing oneself is extremely important to inner city youth who often operate from rigidified understandings of themselves and are often related to as an instance of a category or a label that determines and/or reflects who they are at a particular moment in time with little or no attention to who they are becoming.

This kind of relating is detrimental to everyone. Its impact on inner city youth -- the majority of whom live their lives from moment to moment in reactive states, feeling angry and impotent to shape their lives in positive and powerful directions -- can be especially devastating. They may pick up a drug or a gun or have unprotected sex or slug the next person walking down the street because they are humiliated or enraged or feel “it just doesn’t matter”. Nothing they do seems to change anything. They feel impotent, with no hope for the future. However, when young people become involved in an activity that supports them to relate outside their patterned ways, when they are allowed to be “other” and perform as givers, creators, and builders of positive environments, they experience collectively coming together with others and organizing something that benefits all. Maybe it is something small like a group session or a dance rehearsal. The point is that when young people, who are in a culture in which they are typically overidentified with destructive behavior and seen as if they have nothing to give, have the opportunity to perform as builders and givers, they discover that they can do so (Holzman, 1997). Young people learn that they can have an impact on their own lives and on the lives of others in positive ways. In participating in a process of change, in creating new environments, in performing self-consciously rather than behaving reactively, they gain a sense of possibility for the future, different from the one society appears to have selected for them.

HISTORY AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE “LET”S TALK ABOUT IT” PROGRAM

The Setting
Erasmus Hall High School (Erasmus) is located in Flatbush, an area of Brooklyn, New York, known for its high levels of crime, AIDS, drug activity, and exposure to community violence (Erasmus Teen Health Clinic Statement of Need, 1998). Erasmus encompasses three separate schools serving three thousand students. It has a diverse student body, including a large majority of students who are recent immigrants from Jamaica, Haiti, Trinidad, Panama, Guyana, St. Lucia, and St. Vincent. African Americans comprise approximately 8% of the student population. Other ethnic groups represented are Puerto Rican, Dominican, Pakistani and Bengali. 

Jamaican and Haitian young people are the two largest groups of students represented. Historically there have been a lot of tensions between Jamaican and Haitian students stemming from class differences and the perception on the part of many Haitian students that the Jamaican students feel superior to them. For the most part, the two groups do not interact with one another with the exception of structured classroom activities, sports teams, and the “Let’s Talk About It” program.

The great majority of young people who live in this area and attend Erasmus have intense psychosocial needs but rarely seek help, in large part because of the way the culture stigmatizes therapeutic help and views it as appropriate only for people who are out of control or crazy.

One objective of “Let’s Talk About It” is to destigmatize seeking therapeutic help by enabling young people to take responsibility as partners in creating their own mental health program. In doing so, they actively create links to their school community and consequently enhance school connectedness for themselves and their peers. They come to experience the value of participating in a therapeutic process and come to understand and accept that asking for help, and giving and getting help, can be an ordinary part of everyday life. They develop a sense of ownership of the program, and a sense of themselves as part of a collective, sharing responsibility for what takes place in the process. In carrying out this activity, they learn that it is possible to take responsibility for collectively creating something with others that has value to them. This experience of group effectiveness in creating a program that benefits all of its members counteracts potentially limiting negative identities and the social message of hopelessness and impotence that are so prevalent in communities such as theirs. One indication of hopelessness and impotence is the 29% drop out rate for the Erasmus Academy of Science and Mathematics, one of the three schools which comprise Erasmus High School (Hartocollis, 2002).

Beginnings
Silverman began to work at the school-based health clinic at Erasmus High School in 1993. At that time the social worker on staff at the clinic was neither trained in group work nor interested in developing that skill. Social work services at that time consisted mainly of assessments and individual counseling. It was clear given the sheer number of young people in the school and the range of psychosocial needs they exhibited that different kinds of services needed to be developed. The former Director of Adolescent Medicine at Brooklyn Hospital, the sponsor of the clinic, hired Silverman to bring in her brand of group work, social therapy. 

When Silverman initially began working at Erasmus, the health clinic team consisted of a Physician Assistant who served as clinic director, a clerk, and herself, a social worker. At that time, the presenting problems, which brought the young people to seek services at the clinic, were solely medical. People came to see the Physician Assistant because they had a headache, they got hurt in gym, they had a stomachache, they needed a bandage, they needed a sanitary napkin, or they just generally were not feeling well. They also came to the clinic to get a physical for working papers or for participation in sports. Psychosocial needs assessments routinely conducted at the clinic with students who came in for medical reasons, exposed social and emotional difficulties connected to a wide range of psychosocial issues including family tensions, violence in the community, racial tensions, drug abuse, and a high level of unemployment. In response to the needs of the students, the staff worked to develop the health clinic as a comprehensive primary care health facility with a strong mental health component. It was decided that the clinic director would refer everyone who walked into the clinic to Silverman who would do an orientation with them about what she did and invite them into counseling with her. Since close to 100% of the young people seeking medical care at the clinic have serious psychosocial needs as well, this practice has been continued over the past nine years. While the needs were great, it was not at all clear to Silverman at the beginning of the program that anyone would come in for therapeutic help in light of the cultural stigma associated with seeking such help. 

Silverman told the young people she met with that many of them seemed to need more support than they had at home or at school to deal with the kinds of stresses they were under: family and school pressures, moving here from another country, gangs, racism, poverty, community violence, abuse, feeling unloved, and not being taken seriously by the adults in their lives. She initially invited many young people to come into counseling with her on a one-to-one basis. If they liked, they could bring a friend. Fairly early on in her relationships with the young people, she told them about her desire to start a group. All of the young people without exception said they were not interested in participating in a group. They said they did not want to talk about their problems or issues in front of their peers, whether they knew them or not. They felt that if they did, people would “gossip their business” in the halls and that people might think something was seriously wrong with them, that perhaps they were crazy. These fears and concerns were an ongoing topic of conversation with the young people who came to her for counseling, individually or with a friend. After a couple months, Silverman raised the issue of starting a group again. Again the students refused, offering up the same reasons as before. 

Silverman then presented them with a contradiction. By their own account, talking with her was helpful. While she understood their concerns and reluctance concerning a group, she thought and had told them that it would be very beneficial to them. Why did they think she would refer them to a situation, in particular one that she would be leading, which would be harmful to them? Having developed positive relationships with these young people, Silverman asked them to join her in creating a group in support of their relationship with her and her desire to pilot this program. She asked them to give it a shot, to come more than one time. If, after trying it, they really did not like it, they did not need to come back. If they did want to continue, they would be helping her start something that she believed would be very valuable and important to the young people who went to the school. Every student who had been working with her at that time, twenty people in all, came on that basis. They began participating in groups during their lunch periods, four to five people at a time. Silverman supported the young people to take responsibility for engaging each other around confidentiality, an issue that has been addressed in an ongoing way throughout the history of the program. 

The groups grew as Silverman talked about them with everyone who came into the clinic including those who were simply waiting for friends. As an integral part of this process, she continuously worked to take whatever people gave her, including what one might think of as a negative response, and build something new with it rather than be reactive. For example, one young man who was waiting for a friend responded to Silverman after she introduced herself and invited him to group, “Oh, you’re a shrink?” “Well, I’m not the typical shrink” she replied, “but, yes.” He countered, “I’m not interested in that. People come to me. All my friends come to me for advice.” After talking with the young man about his interests and goals, Silverman went back to his earlier statement, “You say you’re pretty good at this, that people come to you for advice?” “Yeah.” “Then I’d like to offer you the job of my assistant.” “Me be an assistant shrink? Okay.” He helped to lead the groups and he and others began to bring friends to the groups. 

Initially, this young man would ask group members questions and then answer them himself. He would give advice. He would tell people what to do. Silverman began to train him and suggest alternate ways of working with the group. She told him that it would be important for him to find out what people think; what their ideas are; what they do in situations; what kind of help they want; what they mean by the different things they say. This was the kind of help she needed from him to help the others. His response was to laugh, to ask Silverman was she kidding, and to keep doing what he was doing. Silverman got increasingly skilled at building off of what he and others were giving and eventually he started to adopt a way of working more coherent with the goals of the program. 

When school reconvened the following September, several of the young people who participated the prior year eagerly approached Silverman in the hall, “When’s the group starting?” Everyone who was still in school that year returned to the group. These young people were the core group of the program. They were invited to be partners with Silverman in creating their program; they were invited to recruit and orient new members and to learn how to co-lead groups if they wanted. Early in this academic year, the group decided to name itself and after much deliberation took on the name, “Let’s Talk About It.”

Building the Group: Emotionality and Painful Life Experiences 

Several of the participants in the group program began to open up extremely painful issues including histories of incest and rape. Some of them were very emotional and most of the others found the level of emotionality hard to take. The following question was raised for the group: even though many of them did not like the intense expression of emotions and found it too hard to handle, were they going to let Silverman work with those who were raising hard issues and go further with them? This began a series of group discussions about people being emotional, others’ feelings about that, and wanting to change the subject. Silverman continued to raise the issues: Did they want “Let’s Talk About It” to be a context where people could talk about hard things going on in their lives, in the past or the present? Did they want to work with her to develop their collective capacity to handle and perhaps even embrace painful issues? They repeatedly said “yes”. These questions get asked periodically every year to check in with the group participants about whether they still want to work in this way and what they need to do together to do so.

Building the Group: Violence and Choice-making 

From year to year, the issues of most concern to the young people changed. As new people came into the program, they were supported to join with others in shaping and reshaping the totality of what the group was doing. Different people stepped out to provide leadership at different times. Various occurrences in the school community, the broader community, and in the young people’s personal and family lives also contributed to shaping the work.

In 1998, the issue of violence was on everyone’s mind. Many young people in the neighborhood were getting locked up (which is still the case) and people were getting killed due to senseless violence. Right from the beginning of school that year, there were, on average, three violent incidents a day. Each time, the parties involved were brought down to the health clinic by security guards, school administrators rushed over, and emergency medical personnel arrived. Numerous walkie-talkies blared and the entire environment of the clinic was transformed. “What is going on? Why are there so many fights?” Silverman asked the young people with whom she worked. They responded by saying that when they had “beefs” with people, when they were feeling disrespected or put down, they would stand up to the person in ways which would escalate the situation, often resulting in physical harm. No one would back down. No one would ever admit they were scared. People would get arrested and go to jail. People would die. The young people came to Silverman conflictedly appealing for help, “We know we need to do something different, but we don’t believe there is anything different to do. You’re an adult; you couldn’t possibly understand what we’re talking about. But we need help. There are too many people dying, too many people going to jail.” Silverman said that respect was a very important issue in her life as well. She had dedicated many years of her life to creating environments for respect. She asked them if they wanted to learn how to demand respect for themselves and their friends in a more powerful way that did not lead to jail or death. The young people conflictedly agreed to work with Silverman to see whether it was possible for them to change their responses to disrespect.

As they were struggling with these issues, a young man who had gone to the school was killed. He was extremely popular. Many people in “Let’s Talk About It” knew him and were close to him. They decided they wanted to respond in some way and explored the possibility of organizing something in the school to promote non-violence and to pay tribute to their friend. As they discussed possible activities, they were confronted with a dilemma. They realized that if they were going to promote non-violence in the school, they themselves were going to have to perform in new ways. 

Silverman worked to help the young people create new performances. They told her about the daily situations with which they were confronted and together with Silverman they staged scenes in the group sessions playing with a variety of ways one could respond to such situations. The young people felt strongly that they could not let themselves or those they cared about be disrespected. They realized that if they wanted to stay alive and out of jail, they needed to learn non-aggressive ways of conveying that they would not tolerate disrespect. They also felt that it would be hard as a spectator to give up the rush of adrenaline they felt when fights broke out. They wanted to see the fight. They wanted to see the blood flow. Silverman challenged the young people to make different performance choices acknowledging that doing so would feel very different. They explored these issues and went through a process of learning how to influence their peers. They noticed that Silverman was right, that they did not get the same rush from working to influence their peers and they reflected on how that activity felt different from watching and complicitly supporting fighting. The young people conflictedly acknowledged that influencing others and finding non-aggressive ways to respond to being “dissed” were valuable life skills to develop. 

During this time, many of the young people in “Let’s Talk About It” were extremely angry and upset at a female student, not in the program, who had been instigating a lot of trouble, some of it serious and potentially dangerous for them and people they knew. Her lies led to the arrest of a well-respected group member for alleged robbery at gunpoint. The group was furious about this. Even as the young people were planning a tribute to the young man, their friend who had recently died, and an anti-violence statement to the school community, they expressed a desire to beat this female student up. Silverman acknowledged that she too felt angry with the student who was instigating trouble and again raised with them the dilemma they were confronting. 

At that time, Silverman had begun to meet the teachers who the young people said they really liked including a drama teacher who was to collaborate with Silverman and the young people to put on an anti-violence show. The mother of the boy who had recently been killed had approached this teacher about wanting to do some sort of show as a tribute to her son and, following the drama teacher’s suggestion, partnered with the “Let’s Talk About It” program to produce such a show. They had numerous decisions to make along the way, all of which emerged out of the conversations they had in the group. Should it be a talent show? Should it be competitive? Non-competitive? Why do it one way versus another way? What statement did they want to make to their peers about the ways people handle their beefs? Should prizes be offered? Should celebrities be invited to take part in the show? They wanted to make a statement that had to do with so many people being locked up or killed. Did they want to promote non-violence in the school? 

The show that the young people created was called the “Babe Bro Show to Promote Non-Violence.” Prior to the show Silverman and eight “Let’s Talk About It” participants met with the head of school security to request input and participation in the security plan for the show and he agreed. They decided together that each young person would be paired with a security officer, function as a greeter when the officers checked identification, and make rounds during the show. It was also agreed upon that if a problematic incident arose during the show, the security officers would let the young people be the first to respond to try to deescalate the situation. The head of security trained the young people and the event took place without incident.

Over a hundred people attended the show. It was non-competitive. No prizes were involved. Young people read poetry they had written. They danced. They rapped. They improvised skits about fighting, about people getting killed, and about police brutality and racial profiling. They read names of people they knew who had died as a result of violence. At the end, one young person after the other walked on stage, lit a candle, and talked about what the “Let’s Talk About It” program meant to them.

A former “Let’s Talk About It” group member who, at the time of the anti-violence show, was incarcerated for serious gang involvement, played an important role in the production of the show. He took his responsibility as a builder of the group seriously even while incarcerated. He wrote to Silverman and the group participants urging that they use him as an example with the students in the school. He maintained regular contact through phone calls and letters and wrote a statement which was read at the show. Here is his statement:

I’m locked back up. I was trying to chill and lay my colors down, but it’s hard when things you did in the past catch up to you. I used to mess with rival gang members thinking it’s all good. One day they tried to murder me so I had to shoot back at them. Then I was off to do this year. I was part of “Let’s Talk About It.” Y’all kept it real with me while I was there, so I’m going to keep it real with y’all even when I ain’t around. What I’m trying to say is stay in school. Stay away from all that nonsense and think about what y’all got out there. When you’re locked up you ain’t got nothing but the clothes on your back and those ain’t really yours. When you get locked up you ain’t hurting only yourself but you’re hurting your family too. Think about what I’m saying and take heed, if one of y’all want to write me. I’ll write back. Peace. P.S. I’m coming back to Erasmus when I come home.

After the show, one young woman who had very much wanted to beat up the student causing the trouble, came up to Silverman and said, “I never got any recognition for doing anything positive. I’ve always gotten in trouble for this or that.” A lot of people congratulated her. She had done a great job, stage managing, managing ticket sales, and other activities which ensured the show would go on. She said, “I feel so good, I’ve done this. I’ve done something worthwhile.” The next day she approached Silverman saying the student who had previously angered her was at it again, now spreading rumors about her. “Now how can I just go beat her up,” she implored, “given we just did this whole thing? It’s harder now to just go beat her up. I came down to talk to you about it because I don’t know how I want to handle it.” They discussed various possibilities. Silverman told the young woman that she knew she was struggling to do something new and that this was a dilemma for her. The young woman did not beat up the person with whom she was so angry. Rather she initiated a meeting with her which included Silverman, and the head of security with whom Silverman has a close relationship. She handled it a different way and she learned that she could. Silverman was excited to see how this young woman had grown as a choice-maker and how she and the group, including the young woman, had produced a choice-maker. 

Physical aggression was expressed between participants of “Let’s Talk About It” three times in its nine-year history. Each incident raised for Silverman whether a fight meant that she was failing in some way, or that the program was a failure. While those specific instances were failures, she realized, they also presented opportunities for the group and its members to further develop. She provided leadership to the young people around building with mistakes. She helped them to see the importance of what they do following a mistake. 

On one occasion, a more experienced person in the group became angry and upset when a new person insulted him. Angry words quickly escalated to a punch in the face thrown by the more experienced person. This young man was extremely upset that he had resorted to violence. Many people in the group were shaken up by the incident. Some people wanted to throw out the new person who had been provocative. Silverman refused to throw anyone out. She raised the importance of providing leadership to people and teaching them how to be in the group. She also asked the young man who had thrown the punch: What about the “no physical violence” rule we all came up with together? What about finding another way to handle your anger and upset? Silverman and the group, including the two young men who were involved in the altercation, discussed how easy it is to revert back to old ways of handling disrespect. They grappled with the question to which they often return: What do we need to do to keep growing together?

Over the years, the young people’s experience of being disrespected has included not only disrespect from their peers but from many of the adults in their lives as well. Silverman has helped young people to deal with these experiences by acknowledging ways in which they have been wronged, by challenging the limited options they see, and by helping them generate a range of responses to being disrespected by people in authority. She says to them, “You are right, you were treated in a racist way by that teacher, you were treated unfairly by the principal. So what kind of sixteen year old do you want to be? Are you going to develop or be a jerk? I know you believe going off on the principal was a powerful response but it wasn’t. It’s impotent. Do you want to learn how to be powerful? I can help you with that.” That they have any choice at all has been a revelation to many of the young people. Experiencing themselves as choicemakers has been integral to their emotional and social development. 

Program Growing Pains, Homosexuality, and Inclusion
Over the years, there have been a number of young people who have come out in the “Let’s Talk About It” group as lesbian, gay, or bisexual. One female leader in the group who had been talking about romantic relationships with the opposite sex came out as a lesbian. Some straight people wanted to hear about her lesbian relationships, others did not. Some felt the issues that gay people raised about their relationships were similar to the problems straight people face. Others felt that gay people were taking over the group and did not want to associate with them. Numerous discussions about these issues took place. Many of the young people from the Caribbean talked of their families’ strong hatred for gay people and the illegality of homosexuality in some locales. One young man joined the group at the request of a lesbian friend who brought him in to deal with his hatred towards gay men. He told the group, “I grew up Jamaican. My family is from Jamaica. They say, if me and my brother turn out gay, they’ll cut off our dicks and they’ll kill us. It’s illegal in Jamaica to be gay. It’s against G-d.” Conversations in group focused on the ways in which his hatred for gays left him feeling full of hate and how that limited his effectiveness interacting with all kinds of people. He was also touched by conversations about racial discrimination and began to see a connection between racial discrimination and homophobia as another form of discrimination based on difference. Now when visitors come to the program, he proudly discusses the ways in which he has grown around these issues and how he has gained much respect for and learned to work with people who are different from him in this way. 

Another young man had this to say about his experience with “Let’s Talk About It”:

I decided to join “Let’s Talk About It” because I had a lot of things on my mind, family problems, relationship problems, bisexuality, homosexuality, transgender, and things like that and I had friends that was going through the same things and we sat and talked about it and we couldn’t really come to a decision. Someone said there’s this group called “Let’s Talk About It.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to spread my business all over the world…We decided to go, we started talking about our problems, and it was a big relief off of us. We got feedback from other students that was probably going through the same thing or something similar to what we was going through. It was really helpful…Some of us broke down into tears and it really helped because we got over that obstacle that was hurting on the inside.

-A “Let’s Talk About It” participant

During the 1999-2000 school year, there was a serious breach of confidentiality which exposed the sexual orientation of a young gay man in the group. A rumor spread around the school that he was going to leave school cross-dressed. A large group of young people decided to wait for him outside the school and beat him up. While lesbians were more tolerated, it was not safe to be out as a gay male in that school community. Security became involved, the situation was defused, and the young man was not assaulted.

The “Let’s Talk About It” participants were very angry with the group member who discussed this outside of the group. The mother of this group member came to Silverman concerned that others were threatening her daughter. Though the young people in the group had not handled it well, they did not take matters into their own hands and beat the student up. Tensions were running high and they brought the issue to the group to deal with it. Silverman invited the mother to attend a group with group participants including her daughter and they discussed the upset everyone felt. Together they explored the importance of confidentiality as well as the importance of finding non-threatening ways of engaging someone with whom they are very angry.

The seriousness and dangerousness of this situation led Silverman to rethink the ways in which she had been working to engage the young people’s homophobia. Through supervision and dialoguing with peers, she realized that she needed to engage homophobia as a serious emotional problem. She had been engaging homophobia in other ways, overtly political ways. She would say to the young people, “People in this country who control things could care less about inner city Black and Latino kids. The stuff you say about gay people, they’re saying the exact same things about you. ‘Let’s chain them together and drown them in the ocean. Let’s send them back where they came from.’ Do the powers that be care if you beat each other up? Do they care if inner city kids make it out of high school at all?”

Engaging homophobia as an emotional problem had more to do with pointing out the emotional toll harboring hate for anyone has on people’s capacity to intimately and effectively live their lives. Silverman conveyed the message, “You don’t have just one place in your heart that just hates gay people. It’s hatred and that’s an emotion that seriously limits us. It’s not growthful for us. Hating comes from not being able to handle certain situations. You need to develop and get better at dealing with people who are different than you. You don’t have to hate.” Silverman also engaged homophobia as an emotional problem by asking the young people whether they wanted to learn how to get along with people who are different from them and gave the example of their interest in and future plans to join the work force as a reason for doing so. Silverman raised the question, “What are you going to do if people in your job are gay? If your boss or your coworker is gay or Chinese or Mexican or whatever? Are you going to refuse to work with that person? Are you going to quit?” She added, “You don’t have to like each other, but you do need to learn how to work together.” 

An ongoing group building activity has been reaching out to other Erasmus students through classroom presentations about the program. During these presentations spokespeople from “Let’s Talk About It” have talked about how coming out was a big issue for them. As the group went more public in terms of being open to gay, straight, and bisexual students, a lot of people were turned off to the group, the numbers fell, and “Let’s Talk About It” got a reputation for being a program for gay students. Prior to that period, there were as many male as female participants. After a drop in the number of male participants, the numbers started climbing back to where they had been.

During classroom presentations, when a student would make a homophobic remark, Silverman would say, “I want you to be in our program. Homophobes are welcome. Homophobia is a very important issue. It is a serious emotional problem. Hating anybody because of who they are, whether they are gay or Black or Chinese or Jewish or whatever is a serious emotional problem. This gets in the way of working with others who are different than you. You can still come to our program. We want you there because that’s a serious emotional problem. Everybody’s welcome. We work on these issues.” A couple of people came who were initially intensely homophobic. 

The issue of sexual orientation provoked many arguments and some shouting matches. At times, some people left the room. Most returned a few minutes later. In these situations as in so many others, Silverman stressed the importance of learning how to work together. A number of straight students who had been antagonistic to gay, lesbian, and bisexual students came to a place where they conveyed in words and in actions, “It’s not my choice. I may not like people who are different from me to be here, but as long as they don’t come on to me, I can work with and support people who are different from me in this way.”

KEY PRINCIPLES OF THE “LET”S TALK ABOUT IT” PROGRAM
Relating to Young People as Partners and Competent Community Builders 

Generally speaking, practitioners working with youth make plans for young people, develop programs for them, and then figure out ways to attract participants to the programs. Program participants are expected to fit into these pre-designed programs. Silverman set out to create a program with young people. She wanted to see if young people would join a partnership with her, the adult in the situation, to create something for themselves. Silverman wanted them involved in every aspect of the program: naming the program, recruitment, orienting new members, and co-leading groups. If they were dissatisfied about any aspect of the program, she wanted them to develop a way of talking about it and changing it.

Although Barbara [Silverman] is an adult and an authority, I’ve always felt she’s someone who doesn’t have to give her authority over us where we’re limited. I think that happens a lot. Adults limit young people. Here, we made it happen. It didn’t grow because Barbara went around in classes. She had us go to classes with her, she had us make the flyers, she had us tell our friends, she had us invite other people, and she just sat here and helped us help each other. I think that’s why kids keep coming.

-A “Let’s Talk About It” participant

Over the past nine years, Silverman has observed that when young people have the responsibility of being partners in developing the “Let’s Talk About It” program and take it on, their relationships to themselves, each other, Silverman, the rest of the staff, and the clinic changes, and they grow and development. They do not know beforehand how to be partners in creating their own mental health program or what it will look like. Silverman does not know either. The partnership and the program are continuously created. The young people are supported to actively create new performances. Silverman relates to them in advance of their present level of development and they become, they grow in to, they create what it means to be a partner in creating their own mental health program. Initially the young people relate to the program as a traditional mental health clinic. With Silverman’s coaching and guidance, they rapidly become part of a community-building process. Furthermore, it turns out that when young people are given an opportunity to work in partnership in creating their own mental health program, they attend regularly and make a commitment to the program.

Making demands on young people to give what they have is an important part of the process. Silverman relates to them as builders, as givers. That is not how they think about themselves or each other when they come in. Silverman at times raises the questions, “How come you settle for so little from each other?” “Why won’t you make more demands on each other?” She continually invites the young people to make a contribution, to work with what others give, and to work with what emerges in the process of building the group. She challenges them. “You say this group is important to you, that is has helped you a lot. It could be even more helpful. Stronger. How about growing it that way, by putting more demands on each other?” They grow into that process. 

Developing Choice-makers 

The mission of Erasmus’s school-based health clinic is to help young people take responsibility for their lives. To that end, opportunities are created for decision-making to take place, opportunities to make decisions, big and small. Young people are also made aware that some of the things that they do which they think are automatic are actually decisions they make even if they do not stop and think about them first. Performance language is helpful in this endeavor.

Operating from the understanding that human beings are performing all of the time and that at any moment a person can decide how to shape their performance, Silverman helps young people engage the question, “How do I want to perform in this situation? What kind of group member do I want to be?” She discusses their performance choices with them. She helps them to see that they can go beyond themselves, that they can perform who they are becoming. Initially more familiar with the idea of on-stage performance, young people come to embrace off stage performance and the choicemaking it implies.

In this group you’ll hear her [Silverman] say it more and more, you got to perform who you’re not or who you’re not yet, no matter where you are. I wasn’t one of those people that was able to speak a lot as far as being able to articulate my words, like say things to people, grown up people. I was more of the kind of person that would sit down and talk to a bunch of young people, “Yo, what up?”, this and that. But to sit there and hold a conversation with an older person, to actually do it was the hard part. Barbara said to us “I’m going to meet some doctors. Do you want to join me?” and I said “I can’t meet no doctors cause I can’t even speak right.” She said you got to go in there and perform. When I go there, I’m just this whole other person and I’m come back here and I’m like, “Yo, what’s up?” and it’s like I’m back, but I just went and did something I thought I never would have done and that’s the whole point. And that’s really great.

-A “Let’s Talk About It” participant

This young woman came to experience herself as a performer who could make different choices about how to be in the world, who could go beyond her identity or current understanding of herself, and do what seemed impossible.

Silverman supports young people to become choice-makers, with a recognition that this is more important than persuading young people to make what we as the adults consider the right choices. Young people are often told by adults (those in charge them and who take charge of the situations young people are in) what the proper choices to make are. Silverman sees as far more important providing opportunities for young people to take responsibility for their lives, for the decisions that they make. 

When “Let’s Talk About It” participants were confronted with the principals’ decisions that in order to be in the anti-violence show, they had to pass four classes and gym, Silverman asked them how they wanted to respond to the situation. She did not tell them what to do. She supported them to brainstorm a variety of options, to talk with one another, to create choices they may not have yet imagined, and to make their decision. 

An important element of the choice-making activity in the “Let’s Talk About It” program is experiencing oneself as a performer and seeing one’s behavior as one performance among many possible others one might choose. Young people often say, “I can’t do that because that’s just the way I am.” “Yes, and you don’t have to just accept that,” says Silverman, “You can try some new performances on.” In this way, new ways of being are created. In this activity, the message is conveyed, “We can go beyond where we are. We do not have to be limited to the identities that we find ourselves in or the explanations for why we are the way we are.” 

Sometimes someone will bring a magazine from the waiting room into the group and start reading it during the group. When questioned they will say, “It’s boring in here” or something similar. Silverman engages them around their responsibility as partners in creating the program and challenges them to do something, for example, to make it less boring. She also says to them, “Okay, so you’re doing your magazine reading performance. It looks like you’re disinterested. That’s one performance you could do or you could do a different performance. You could make a choice. You could perform being interested even if you’re not. You could do an involved performance. You could change you activity, sit up, ask questions. You don’t have to let how you feel determine what you do.” 

Young people who try new performances learn they can do something different. They are encouraged to find ways to give their new performances to the group so that others may also benefit from someone who is now able to do something new, from seeing more possibilities for how to be in the world.

Heterogeneity and Inclusivity of the Groups 

The “Let’s Talk About It” groups are heterogeneous by design. Young people enter the program functioning in small cliques of people that they know. In Flatbush, as in so many inner city neighborhoods, people from one block often do not know people on another block. People generally do not know how to get along with people who are different from them. Therefore creating the stage, that is, the group, to be a very inclusive environment that brings together a diversity of students, offers important opportunities for development. The groups are not there for the young people to fit in to; rather they are continuously created so as to include everyone. This is the difference between adapting to defining circumstances and creating the very circumstances that define oneself and the collective. It is this very activity of joining with others in creating something together which is most growthful for those who participate. In this activity, transformation is possible.

In the program are gay, straight, and bisexual young people, popular people, outcasts, isolated, shy people, people into sports, people from different cultures including people who traditionally have tensions between them (i.e. Haitians and Jamaicans), 9th –12th graders, females and males, people who have bad tempers, bullies, former gang members, and people at various academic levels. This is very challenging. Silverman often says to people, “What we have in common is building this situation. How do we take all of these differences and create something with and for everyone here?” It is this activity and process of everyone in the group working together to create an inclusive environment which is seen as the most growthful element of the program for the young people involved.

There were a lot of differences in the group. It was actually good. I didn’t know a lot of people could get along like that cause in the outside world, outside from school, a lot of people don’t like gays, a lot of people don’t like lesbians and all that stuff, and in “Let’s Talk About It” we all connected. Everybody understood what we was going through. We didn’t separate. 

-A “Let’s Talk About It” participant

Heterogeneity is important because that is what life is. Furthermore, the mix of the program relative to social and emotional functioning increases the likelihood that the young people experiencing problems will not feel stigmatized or over identify (or be over identified) with their problems. And as mentioned above, designing a group program to include young people who are different from one another in a variety of ways, provides all involved with the challenge of a disparate group of people figuring out how to work together, a valuable life skill. In addition, it provides an opportunity for young people who would ordinarily never cross paths to come together and give to and be given to by each other.

Broadening the “Let’s Talk About It” Community 

In the last four years, a number of “Let’s Talk About It” program participants have joined Silverman as spokespeople, discussing their work in a variety of contexts. The young people have spoken to groups of physicians, psychologists, and social workers eager to learn a method for empowering youth in the communities with which they work; they have spoken at conferences; they have led trainings in university settings with Silverman in the performatory approach. In addition, visitors are welcome to the program. Going out to speaking engagements and inviting others into the program offers inner city youth a chance to meet people from around the country and around the world that they would never otherwise have an opportunity to meet and to develop new relationship- building performances. Following a recent visit by some psychologists from the Netherlands, they were invited to write an ongoing column for a newspaper there. 

“Let’s Talk About It” program participants also helped to strengthen the program’s link to the school and broaden the context in which the program was functioning by building something that was substantial enough to get noticed. In the first couple of years of its existence, the school-based health clinic at Erasmus including the mental health component, was located in the basement on a path people rarely crossed unless they were specifically heading to the clinic. The clinic staff had little interaction with the surrounding school community. As the young people and Silverman built the program, the young people took primary responsibility for recruiting new members and the program became very popular. The clinic was also moved upstairs to offices on a well-worn path that increased its visibility and accessibility. It began to make a name for itself. School staff could not help but notice that something important was happening. The students, in the ongoing practice of partnership with Silverman, established the link between the clinic and the school. 

Over the years, “Let’s Talk About It” has deepened and broadened its relationship with the larger Erasmus community through various projects including the anti-violence show which the participants of “Let’s Talk About It” produced, directed, and performed for the school and neighborhood. During the 2001-2002 school year, school personnel approached Silverman asking for help with the school’s cutting problem. In response, she piloted a short-term group called “Getting Better at Playing the School Game.” Silverman also led a very successful performance workshop which involved a multi-racial grouping of 150 students and staff which included people from an all white, rural school in upstate New York working in partnership with youth from “Let’s Talk About It”, the Flatbush neighborhood Boys and Girls Club, and a primarily African-American, Camden, New Jersey high school. 

The combination of expanding “Let’s Talk About It” at Erasmus and taking it out to the broader community led to a situation in which contact with school personnel was both more possible and necessary. For example, as mentioned above, the anti-violence show further brought school personnel and the “Let’s Talk About It” program together. In addition to the ways one might expect (i.e. teachers and administrators attending the show and teachers helping to publicize it to their classes), there was an unexpected development as well. The request to use the school auditorium brought about some fairly intense interaction between the “Let’s Talk About It” program and the three principals of the schools housed at Erasmus. The principals had something to say about who could be in the show. They were to determine the criteria for inclusion which was different from the way in which Silverman had been relating to the young people thus far. 

One principal insisted that students would have to pass four subjects and gym in order to participate in the show and the other principals supported this decision. Following angry reactions, the young people explored their options. They discussed organizing their friends to boycott the school store (a fundraising effort), circumventing the principals’ requirements for participation by having the show off school grounds, and canceling the show. After three days of intense dialogues with Silverman and the clinic director, they decided that they could and would not only pass four classes and gym, but five classes in gym. They were determined to have the show in their school where they felt it was most important to make the statements they wanted to make about violence in their school and their community. They worked to support each other doing what they needed to do to be in the show. Not everybody managed to meet the criteria for inclusion set forth by the principal. They were encouraged to contribute behind the scenes and they did. 

OUTCOMES
There are numerous indicators of positive outcomes (1) for those who participate in the “Let’s Talk About It” program, including improved academic and behavioral functioning in school; a high level of positive engagement with peers and participation in constructive activities; improved interpersonal relationships; less destructiveness including self-destructiveness; increased ability to make a contribution to a collective process; and increased ability to ask for help from adults. Young people express being able to do things they thought they never could, like looking a group of doctors in the eye and speaking to them in a strong voice, teaching them about “Let’s Talk About It” and what the program means to them. Additionally, a number of young people who have participated in the program in the past have returned to the program, asking how they can give back to the program which has been so important to their development. 

Following are comments from “Let’s Talk About It” participants about the program:

If you have any problems or just need more supportive surroundings, this program will be the first step in bettering the mental part of your life. 

Since my freshman year, I have been attending “Let’s Talk About It” and it has taught me a lot about life. I would come every day and hear about other people’s lives, the struggles and successes that affect them. It really made me think about my life. Right now I’m doing something I didn’t really take serious. I’m going to class and doing all my work.

“Let’s Talk About It” is a place that we the students can come and express ourselves and talk about our problems however we choose to.

I used to be a troublemaker. Before. Before I went to “Let’s Talk About It.” I used to look for beefs. My friends would say to me “Let’s go beat up this kid.” We’d look for problems. Now I say, “No, no, I got to do my work tonight.” People help each other out in little ways. I’ve gotten helped out a bunch of ways. 

We all have personality traits, but we all come together to find common ground. We are more than friends; we are like a unit or family. We all help each other with our personal problems. We don’t play into the stereotype of teenagers being ignorant. Everyone’s opinion is valued.

The young people at Erasmus High School, who participate in the “Let’s Talk About It” program, are succeeding in an ongoing way at collaborating with Silverman and each other in creating an environment which supports risk taking; encourages the creation of new life performances; allows people to work well with those who are different from them; and functions as a place in which painful, difficult issues can be discussed. “Let’s Talk About It” participants have recognized and accepted the value of participating in a therapeutic process. They have forged links to the school and in doing so have enhanced school connectedness for themselves and their peers. They have developed as competent community builders and have expressed experiencing themselves and experiencing possibilities for the future in new ways through such activity. 

NOT A CONCLUSION
The “Let’s Talk About It” model is not a finished product; it is not meant to be. It is a process of engaging young people in collectively building with what there is to create an environment which supports their social and emotional development. What there is over time varies. What there is from one situation to the next varies. What different people bring to the process varies. The “Let’s Talk About It” model creates room for these differences.

Regardless of time, situation, or particular people, the “Let’s Talk About It” model is about using what there is and what emerges in the process, to build something positive with and for those involved. Inclusion is key in this process. People are not expected to “fit in.” Rather they are invited to join with others in creating an environment that includes everyone; thus the environment is continually transformed. 

Recently, a new element has been added to the “Let’s Talk About It” program. Three former program participants were brought on to the staff as peer counselors. Eager to give back to the program that has given them so much, they have been working with current participants of the program to recruit new students. They are being trained to counsel students and to lead and co-lead groups. The way in which they may further contribute to the program, like everything else, is constantly evolving.

ENDNOTE
(1) These indicators of positive outcomes are based on anecdotal evidence. An empirical study is currently underway way examining both the outcomes and the processes of the “Let’s Talk About It” program.
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