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FOREWORD 

I had recently been sworn in to my current position
as Los Angeles County Supervisor for the Second
District when I was invited by Children’s Defense
Fund (CDF) Founder Marian Wright Edelman to
attend the national training for the CDF Freedom
Schools® program. Later that summer, I had the
privilege of witnessing the program in action while
attending culmination events in Altadena and Long
Beach. It was then that I knew we had to bring this
remarkable program to the Second District.
 
I recall the energy in the room being electrifying and
motivating. It seemed to me that scholars would
walk away from each session with a renewed sense
of their ability to influence and enact change. When
children develop this sense of self-efficacy early on,
they are more likely to grow up to be self-actualized,
self-sufficient, self-empowered adults.
 
In 2013, we opened our first CDF Freedom Schools
sites in the county’s juvenile camps and halls. I saw
that young people could find inner strength and a
sense of freedom within themselves that they can
tap into even when their surrounding environs are
restrictive.
 
 
The CDF Freedom Schools program supports continuous growth and reduce summer learning loss among
scholars whose families cannot afford to access costly summer enrichment programs. Some scholars
encounter their first positive experiences with reading through the program, leading them to cultivate a
lifelong love of reading. We know that strong reading comprehension skills are key to educational success;
in turn, a strong education can be instrumental to professional success.
 
The CDF Freedom Schools model is further strengthened by its inter-generational development design.
James Baldwin astutely observed that children will imitate the behavior of the adults in their lives, so it is
important for program scholars and young adults to interact frequently with positive, civically engaged,
professional adults worth emulating. The program does this in multiple ways: by hiring Servant Leader
Interns (SLI) to facilitate scholar learning and activities, through mentorship of the SLIs by program leaders,
and through exposure to adults in various career fields during its Read Aloud component.
 
As long as achievement gaps exist between low-income and affluent families, Black and Latino students
and white and Asian students, the CDF Freedom Schools movement will thrive. The high expectations we
set in literacy, civic engagement, and conduct reflect the expectations we should have at all times for
children and adolescents: that they are intelligent, gifted, and talented beings who, through nurture,
guidance, and great care, can grow up to be exceptional adults. Perhaps Marian said it best back in 2010:
“Every morning children need to hear in their homes, within their congregations, and in their communities,
‘you can do anything, you can be anything.’ Have high expectations – children will live up or down to our
expectations.”

MARK  R IDLEY -THOMAS



INTRODUCTION

Freedom Schools were created in 1964 to keep Black children and youth out of harm’s way and give them a richer
educational experience than Mississippi public schools offered them. Freedom Summer volunteers were trained to
teach in these “schools,” held in church basements, parks and even on back porches. Many provided reading, math and
science instruction, and also a humanities curriculum which included creative writing. Additionally, they taught
subjects that public schools did not, like Black history, constitutional rights, and they also covered the Civil Rights
Movement in detail — encouraging students to be independent thinkers, problem solvers and agents of social change
in their own communities. More than 3,000 children, youth, and some adults attended Freedom Schools that summer. 
 
Thirty one years later, through Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools® program, the work continues in partnership
with community leaders to build strong, literate and empowered children prepared to make a difference in themselves,
their families, communities, nation, and world. By providing summer and after-school literacy enrichment for children,
K-12, including those in juvenile detention facilities, CDF Freedom Schools play a much needed role in helping curb
summer learning loss and closing opportunity gaps. The program offers children safe spaces where they are taught by
college students from their communities and who look like them. The program’s integrated reading curriculum is
common-core aligned and includes thoughtfully chosen, developmentally appropriate and culturally relevant books.
Parents are engaged through weekly workshops; and scholars are taught nonviolent conflict resolution, critical
thinking skills and, similar to 1964, through literature and by engaging in community-focused social action projects,
they learn that they are not citizens in waiting but can make a difference right now.
 
The Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools program is making a positive impact by helping children read, write,
think critically and feel hopeful about their futures; and helping parents support their children in and outside of the
classroom. Since 1995, more than 150,000 K-12 children and youth have experienced CDF Freedom Schools and more
than 17,000 college students, recent college graduates, probation officers, and teachers have been trained to deliver
this empowering model. 
 
The poems and reflections in this publication offer a glimpse of the CDF Freedom Schools philosophy and speak to the
relevance and need for these culturally enriching programs—both in 1964 and in these critical times. This publication
reveals what is often missed by traditional evaluations—the life-affirming experiences of staff, parents and scholars.

SAIRA SOTO
D E P U T Y
E X E C U T I V E  D I R E C T O R ,  C H I L D R E N ’ S
D E F E N S E  F U N D - C A L I F O R N I A



In college, Afreca Howard’s major was Africana

Studies. Since then she has fully embraced her

culture and does everything she can to make sure

her 11-year-old son, Ausar, knows and understands

Black history. So when she came across a literacy

and cultural enrichment program that kept the

legacy of civil rights leader and human rights

activist Ella Baker alive, she knew her son had to be

a part of it.

 

“Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools®

reinforces the values and cultural foundation that I

have instilled in my son,” Howard said. “We are in

alignment and it feels so good. We are speaking a

common language.”

 

 

"Children’s Defense Fund
Freedom Schools® reinforces the
values and cultural foundation
that I have instilled in my son." 

—Afreca Howard

For Howard, the  CDF Freedom Schools climate is much needed to contrast the very different experiences

children get in public schools, where often Black and Brown youth are set up to fail with low expectations

and practices that dehumanize them. 

 

Despite the family's multiple relocations across Los Angeles County, Howard has made sure that Ausar has

stayed in the program. In fact, he has been to three different sites in the past five summers. And even

though each experience has been different, all have been great. “Everywhere you go, you can see the love for

these children and the purpose. They create this phenomenal team that is geared toward the CDF Freedom

Schools purpose,” she said. “It was just good experience after good experience. It didn’t matter which site we

were at, the people were always great.”

 

Howard loves all five components of the CDF Freedom Schools program —— the high quality academic

enrichment; parent and family development; civic engagement and social action; inter-generational servant

leadership development; and nutrition, health and mental health. But her favorite parts of a typical CDF

Freedom Schools day, she said, are the meditation the scholars do to begin their day, the motivational read

aloud guests that show students that they can be great and the books with characters that look like them.

 

While Howard had many words to describe the program and the impacts, her son's remarks were very brief

and simple, "I just really like it,” Ausar said.

CULTURALLY RELEVANT AND ENGAGING

Afreca Howard
PARENT, LOS ANGELES

*Partner: Community Coalition



When Antoinette MaGee was pregnant she

remembers hearing about the Children’s

Defense Fund Freedom Schools® program.

And once she learned more about it, and

visited a site, she was sold. “I knew I wanted

my baby to be in the program,” she said. “I

used to say ‘Please, Paula just stay around

long enough so that I can put my baby in the

program.”

 

MaGee is referring to longtime CDF Freedom
Schools partner Paula Woods. She and her

husband, Leon, run Success in Challenges, a

social service nonprofit organization in Long

Beach. MaGee was working with the Woods

on some of their other programs.

 

 

“I definitely believe in empowering
and educating the next

generation, talking to them about
what’s going on today, about

history and what kids have been
able to do.” —Antoinette MaGee

Almost six years later, MaGee got her wish. Her 5-year-old daughter, Katelynn, is a CDF Freedom
Schools scholar at the Success in Challenges site and it would be an understatement to say that

Katelynn likes the program. “No I don’t like it,” the young scholar said. “I love it!” 

 

When asked what she likes about it, she responded: “I love everything. My favorite part is everything.” 

 

Although Katelynn is not reading yet, her mother is confident that she is getting the foundation that

she needs and her CDF Freedom Schools experience will help her transition to kindergarten.“ She is

not only learning, she is comprehending; she is processing information,” MaGee said. “She is also

emulating her teachers at home when she is talking to me and her dad.”

 

As a high school college counselor, MaGee feels programs like CDF Freedom Schools are really

important, particularly for children of color.  “I definitely believe in empowering and educating the

next generation, talking to them about what’s going on today, about history and what kids have been

able to do,” she said. “I think it helps my daughter and others see themselves in those people who

made a difference.”

 

MaGee is happy that the program has lived up to her expectations. Every day on the drive home,

Katelynn excitedly shares what she learned. “She is flourishing,” said Antoinette, who also has a 2-year-

old son. “She is telling us about the stories they read; she wants to come home and read or go to the

library and pick out new books. I just hope Ms. Paula continues the program for few more years so I

can get my son in there too.”

MEETING ALL  EXPECTATIONS

Antoinette
MaGee
PARENT, LONG BEACH 

*Partner: Success In Challenges



In California each year, more than 1,200 scholars

participate in Children’s Defense Fund Freedom

Schools®, a six-week summer literacy and

cultural enrichment program. Many of these

children attend sites in the Sacramento area

hosted by Roberts Family Development Center. 

 

The summer of 2019 marked the sixth year

Roberts Family Development Center and its

founders, Derrell and Tina Roberts, have

partnered with Children’s Defense Fund-

California (CDF-CA) to run the program.

Enrollment has grown from 160 students in the

first year to almost 900 in 2018. In 2019, they had

six sites serving 640 youth in first through eighth

grades from three Sacramento area school

districts.

 

Funding the program was a challenge in the

beginning, said Derrell Roberts. But securing

support got much easier after realizing improved

reading scores, increased parent engagement, and positive ethnic identity benefits that are challenging for

many districts. 

 

Roberts works with three Sacramento area school districts – Twin Rivers Unified School District, Sacramento

City Unified School District, and Robla School District. Over the years, he has had many district and school

officials come visit their sites and participate as guest readers. Many stay to observe classroom lessons and

activities. 

 

"It has been a positive and beneficial partnership,“ Roberts said. "We are helping school districts meet their

goals as well as increasing or maintaining academic scores and focus in the summer months.”

 

CDF Freedom Schools sites operated by Roberts Family Development Center have also helped steer

qualified, engaging and diverse teachers to local schools. Over the years, at least seven CDF Freedom Schools-

trained educators also known as servant leader interns have gained employment in the Sacramento area

districts. 

 

Prior to partnering with CDF-CA to host the  CDF Freedom Schools program, Roberts Family Development

Center ran their own summer program that was successful but the Roberts were looking for something more

“We wanted a partnership that would move us to another level, one with community involvement and social

action.” And that's exactly what they got. 

“We wanted a partnership that
would move us to another
level, one with community

involvement and social
action.”

—Derrell Roberts

A BENEFICIAL PARTNERSHIP

Derrell Roberts
PARTNER, SACRAMENTO

*Partner: Roberts Family Development Center



Courtney Linsey’s grandfather was a bishop for the Christian Episcopal Methodist Church, went

to high school with the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and was once even arrested with him for

civil disobedience during one of King’s many protests against segregation during the Civil

Rights Movement. One would think with a grandfather like that, Courtney’s path would have

been clear from the start. But it wasn’t. It took a while before Courtney grew into his roots.

 

He was a social teenager and did what teenage boys do. When he finally went to college, he

started to see the world a little different. His first year at Cal State Fullerton was sprinkled with

racism and it was where he got his first real exposure to activism.

 

Several years later, he learned about the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools® program

and went to its national training. Coming from a college where Black students made up only

4.5% of the population to a training where 90% of the more than 1,000 college students were

African American was a rousing experience for Courtney. "It was mind-blowing, empowering,

life-changing, all that," he said. "Because it gave me a glimpse of what our communities could

look like and what all Black folks can be like."

 

Courtney — who served as a servant leader intern (SLI) teaching the students in the classroom

for five years and also has worked in an administrative leadership capacity for two years as a site

coordinator — said the experience of the CDF Freedom Schools program helped refocus his life.

Courtney is also an Ella Baker trainer with the program. Ella Baker trainers provide leadership

on a national level by providing technical support, conducting training and teaching servant

leader interns how to deliver key program components.

 

Being a trainer, Courtney says, makes him feel even more empowered. He often talks to people

about the historical context of the program and the benefits like the intergenerational

leadership, civic and social engagement, and high academic enrichment. Not only has the

program helped refocus Courtney’s life, it also helped him get his teaching job. While working

as an SLI at Altadena Elementary School, the school principal came and observed his

classroom. She was impressed and offered him a job. Courtney has incorporated many CDF
Freedom Schools practices in his classroom and has done the same at his church where he

serves as a youth minister.

 

It may have taken some time but in his own way, Courtney is continuing his family legacy and

making his ancestors proud.

“It was mind-blowing,
empowering, life-changing, all

that - Because it gave me a
glimpse of what our

communities could look like
and what all Black folks can be

like.” —Courtney Linsey

CONTINUING A LEGACY

Courtney Linsey
SITE COORDINATOR, ALTADENA

*Partner: Pasadena LEARNs



Voting
103 million people in the United States are unable to voice their opinions by

voting. Imagine the feeling of hopelessness. The looks of defeat on their faces, as

politics are being spoken of. Minorities, unable to help, to be engaged in what’s going

on, because they’re told they’re too young, that they’ll have a return when they’re

legal – 18.

Will they?

What if they become homeless?

What if they have a record?

What if they are undocumented?

What if?

They’re turned away. They take one look at them and say, “You have no voting

rights” — making them feel less of a person. That shouldn’t be allowed, but it is.

What’s crazy is that no one thinks about their children when it comes to politics.

They think about how it will benefit children later on. 

People brag and talk to others about how they want nothing but the best for our

children, yet they don’t let them make decisions that impact their futures.

People do it, not realizing that the 103 million that aren’t allowed to vote

should be able to, not realizing that you are judging and labeling

those not worthy of that. Or maybe you do realize, but can’t find

the power to stop. Every decision you make impacts, affects, and

creates what our future will look like.

So, vote — yes, — but for the right reasons.

It’s not just to determine who is president, but for other policies and propositions

being passed.

Vote, not just for your lives, but for the lives of minorities who aren’t able to.

An essay by Jaquay Jones, CDF Freedom Schools junior servant leader intern, Community Coalition



When Brooklyn Mataka was adopted at 3½ years old, she had a limited vocabulary. Her

adoptive mother, Jessie Ryan, said it was evident that she had not had much exposure to

books or verbal stimulation. 

 

Jessie immediately started reading and talking to Brooklyn regularly. And by the time she

hit kindergarten age, Brooklyn was using appropriate words to communicate. However,

she was still lagging behind in her literacy development, so much so that it was affecting

her self-esteem.

 

"She didn't even have the confidence to try to read or write," Jessie said. That is when she

learned about the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools® program. She fell in love

with everything the program had to offer.

 

"I noticed a difference in Brooklyn almost immediately after starting the  CDF Freedom
Schools program," her mother said. "By the end of the first week, she was walking with a

bounce in her step, more confident, jumping out of bed in the morning excited to go

learn." After a couple weeks, Jessie saw her daughter transform. And by the end of the

summer, Brooklyn had a little journal and was trying to write sentences.

"And even if they weren't correct, she was trying and sounding out words which is a basic

pillar to literacy," Jessie said. "Honestly, it was a bit emotional watching her grow so

quickly." 

 

Jessie and her husband, Arsenio, feel the academic improvements their daughter made in

such a short period were nothing short of phenomenal. But more importantly, Jessie said,

the program exposed Brooklyn to books with characters that look like her, which is

extremely important in their household. Brooklyn is Jamaican and Puerto Rican; Jessie is

White and her husband is Latino. Brooklyn also has a younger brother, Tristan, who is

African American.

 

"In the book Imani's Moon, Brooklyn was able to see an African girl who looked like her,

who had a big dream and worked hard to reach her goals. It was an incredible message

that she really internalized. It is this type of exposure that really helps develop a love of

literacy," Jessie added.

“It is this type of
exposure that really
helps develop a love

of literacy.”
—Jessie Ryan

A CHILD TRANSFORMED

Jessie Ryan
PARENT, SACRAMENTO

*Partner: Rose Family Creative Empowerment Center



If You Could See Me
If you could see through me

You’d be able
to see all my anger
You would be able

 to see that I’m afraid for my friends
You’d be able

to see that I’m afraid of the police
You’d be able

to see my pain
You’d be able

to see my frustration
You’d be able

to see my hate
You’d be able

to see my joy and happiness
You’d be able

to see my smile
You’d be able

to see who I get along with
You’d be able

to see my friends and all their
struggles.

If you could see through me
you would see

the people I love.

A poem by Carlos Perez, CDF Freedom Schools scholar, Community Coalition



It was Vicki Olivares’ third year in college at Cal State Dominguez Hills when a counselor

asked if she was looking for a summer job working with kids. She said yes, thinking it

would be an easy job watching children play. But she quickly realized it was so much

more.

 

“Little did I know that it wasn’t just a job, it was a movement and that it would shape my

entire philosophy of teaching,” she said.

 

That was 15 years ago. Since then, Olivares has been a Children’s Defense Fund Freedom

Schools® program servant leader intern, teaching various levels of scholars over multiple

summers and is now site coordinator for the Long Beach program site, hosted by

Success in Challenges.

 

Olivares is also a first grade teacher for Los Angeles Unified School District. Much of her

successes as a teacher she credits to the program and the principles, concepts and

strategies she learned at CDF Freedom Schools National Training and those summers

she worked with scholars before she got her own classroom.

 

“CDF Freedom Schools taught me that it’s not about just what goes on in the classroom,

it’s about the whole child –– this includes the parents, family and community,” Olivares

said. “It is a holistic approach and I use the same techniques in my classroom.”

 

Olivares has even incorporated cheers and chants –– a CDF Freedom Schools component

of Harambe, a coming together of scholars first thing in the morning to get them excited

about learning. 

 

In her 15 years participating in the program, Olivares has seen so many young people

transformed through the six-week summer literacy program. She remembers children

who were so insecure about reading aloud become regular read aloud volunteers; shy

children who ended the program dancing in front of large crowds; scholars averse to

books turn into avid readers; and youth who hate regular school cry on the last day of the

program. "This program changes people. It has definitely changed me.”

“Freedom Schools
taught me that it’s
not about just what

goes on in the
classroom, it’s about

the whole child –
this includes the

parents, family and
community.” 

—Vicki Olivares

B Y  C A D O N N A  D O R Y

A L IFE  CHANGING PROGRAM

Vicki Olivares
SITE COORDINATOR, LONG BEACH

*Partner: Success In Challenges



Freedom
Five months in camp and I’ma ace it like a champ

Cut off the groupies so I won’t come back
I’ma be somebody, done being a loner

Days passing fast so I know my freedom coming closer
Look I go to Freedom Schools where they say reading books is cool
Nowadays we don’t have to read, to busy focused on tryna be seen

They say they gone get it together just like me, but one thing I learned is that talk is cheap
Talking strong but your brain so weak I got the brains, I got potential in my name

Promised my momma I wouldn’t gangbang
She knew I was running game 

I’m sorry that I put you through all this crazy pain only thing I gained was a group of lames
So I got it together and started making As

Every day I scream “FREEDOM” till my lungs hurt, no more wasting time I gotta put in the
work

I pray a lot cause I did a lot of dirt, then I found myself in church
 

[Chorus]
Freedom school, early in the morning singin' chants is what we used to

Gotta run my program yeah that’s what I gotta do 
I never meant to do the worst, I should have graduated first but I love me

I’ma hustle til I get free, and learn the most before they let me leave, and drive past the
haters that dissed me

They dissed me 
I’m shooting A’s like a glock, tryna go home so I’m staring at the clock, a lot of game being

ran so I gotta keep watch
Flexin' on my doubters, came a long way so you know I got some power

I read and write like it’s my religion
I’m not home because I need to learn to listen

I meet my pen to my paper and put all my thoughts together
Homies ain’t homies, can’t ever send a single letter, but it’s okay

Swerve them if they try and smile in my face
No new friends they suspicious without a trace but I’ma make it and throw some degrees in

they face
Blow a kiss to the haters, help me shine so let me send them a love letter

 

A rap by Spencer, CDF Freedom Schools scholar, LA County Probation camp



Elia Aguiñiga knows what it’s like to grow up in a working-class neighborhood with

under-resourced schools and where opportunities seem sparse. As she thinks back, Elia

remembers times when poor decisions could have derailed her life. One of those times

was an arrest when she was 17. “It was just dumb,” she said, shaking her head. 

 

Now, more than 10 years later, Elia uses her experiences to connect with her students as

an instructional aide in El Monte where she grew up, and as a servant leader intern for

the Children’s Defense Fund Freedom Schools® program. CDF Freedom Schools is a six-

week summer literary and cultural enrichment program offered in several states across

the country. 

 

Children’s Defense Fund partners with schools, faith and community-based

organizations, municipalities, colleges and universities to run the program in the

communities that need them the most. In California, in addition to having sites at

schools, churches, colleges and community centers, CDF-CA works with Los Angeles

County Office of Education to host CDF Freedom Schools  sites at juvenile detention

camps where minors ranging in age from 8 to 18 await adjudication and disposition of

legal matters.

 

For four summers, Elia has worked at Camp Afflerbaugh. “I see a lot of me in them,” she

says of the young men in custody. “I know where they are from. I know what they have

been through.” 

 

It can be challenges working in an environment where survival sometimes depends on

how “hard” you are perceived, Elia said. And sitting in a circle reading aloud, and even

worse, chanting and singing motivational tunes do not do much for the persona. But

while some never get into the program, many actually do actively participate. “It seems

like they don’t care but I can see them singing low key,” she said, laughing. 

 

Elia said she is grateful to be a part of the CDF Freedom Schools program. It allows her

to support and encourage young people who really need it, so they know that they too

can turn their lives around. “I get to be that person that I didn’t have in school,” she said.

“I get to be that
person that I didn’t

have in school.” 
—Elia Aguiñiga

TEACHING FROM EXPERIENCE

Elia Aguiñiga
SERVANT LEADER INTERN, LA VERNE

*Partner: Los Angeles  County Office of Education



IN THEIR OWN WORDS

“What I like most about CDF Freedom Schools is that
it is a family-based community and program. I’ve

come here for five years and these are people I know
and I know they care about me.”

—Gabe Balfour, 12

“When we don’t understand what something means in
the book, we will stop and they [servant leader

interns] will start a whole discussion about what we
are reading and give us examples so we can

understand.” 
—Demari Lawrence, 9

“It has taught me how to understand what I read
more. I’m doing things that I wasn’t able to do before.

When people used to ask me what I thought about a
book, I couldn’t say anything. Now when they ask me,

it just comes out.” 
—Destiny Wells, 11



IN THEIR OWN WORDS
“Being able to incorporate Freedom Schools into
their experience in the summer helps them build
confidence throughout the year. It matters in this

community. I look at our young leaders and
especially our young men ... they are encouraging our
children to be joyful at a time when it is very hard to

have joy. Supporting that work is more important
than ever.”

—Megan Kerr, LBUSD School Board Member

“Other summer programs focus on just
babysitting us. Freedom Schools actually teaches
kids. We learn in a way that when we go back to
school we don’t forget things. Instead of forcing
education and facts into us, we learn through

books and discussions.” 
—Adam Mokhemer, 13

“CDF Freedom Schools and Roberts Family
Development Center completely changed my life

and helped me find my purpose.” 
—Cierra Birdsong, Servant Leader Intern 



(213) 355-8787                                  www.cdfca.org 

LOS ANGELES • OAKLAND • LONG BEACH

@cdfca


