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Making a connection with kids

Pasadena police, firefighters team with teens to provide advice, guidance.

By Ana Facio-Krajcer ana.facio-krajcer@latimes.com 
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Pasadena Police Lt. Jari Faulkner and a Washington Middle School graduate named Johanna met for the first time outside the Rose Bowl Monday. Unlike many young people, the 14-year-old said she looks forward to crossing paths with the police officer many times throughout the year.

The two are participants in the Youth of Promise program, in which Pasadena police and firefighters team with Washington Middle School students to offer advice, camaraderie and companionship.

“We’ve talked about school, make-up, movies, and goals,” Faulkner said as she and Johanna sat at a table at the Rose Bowl, eating hot dogs and chips while other mentor/youth teams went for a bike ride.

“I’ve been in law enforcement for 27 years and out of all the assignments that I’ve had, the ones that I enjoyed the most are the ones where I work with young people,” Faulkner said.

Johanna was one of 14 students who attended Monday’s bike ride and picnic, sponsored by the nonprofit Flintridge Center, which works to improve the lives of families in the poorest neighborhoods in Pasadena and Altadena. The Youth of Promise program connects public safety officials with middle school students for a full year of social and sports gatherings, one-on-one talks and more.

“All of the firefighters and police officers have really stepped up,” Ricky Pickens, the center’s director of prevention and intervention services, said. “What makes (the program) unique is that the mentoring is done outdoors, like today here at the Rose Bowl.”

Since the program started last year, 50 students have been matched with mentors.

The rate of Washington students with multiple “F” grades declined from 86 percent to 43 percent in the first year, according to Flintridge Center statistics. The student’s typical grade point average of 1.12 rose to 1.53, with 71 percent of the students showing improvement.

Juannette Ross, 28, said she has seen her 12-year-old son Jamon’s attitude change since he began hanging out with a group of firefighters from Pasadena Fire Station 31.

“He’s getting A’s and B’s now,” Ross said. “The mentoring has helped a whole lot.”

“When police get to know youth it makes them more sensitive,” Pickens said. “Sometimes when you’re in law enforcement mode, you don’t always have time to really display that compassion. We ‘want the kids to know the person behind the badge and we want the person behind the badge to know the kids.”

Pasadena Fire Capt. Josh Ward said it’s a fire department goal to help these young people.

“They call them high-risk youth, but that has a negative connotation,” Ward said. “They are youth of promise. They just need the right people to give them the right advice and guidance.”
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