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·1 TllviES HOLIDAY CAMPAIGN 

Center offers tutoring, leadership training and role models fot kids 
·By CARLA HALL 
rim'!!' Sfo!/Viriter 

On ·a·recent chilly fall day, the 
Mar Vista Family Center was a 
whirling vortex of all the constit· 
uencies that Lucia Dlaz, who 

· oversees the mix, has vowed to 
·help. 

In one building, elementary· 
and middle-school students pol­
ished olf a mell! before being tu· 
tared. On the ·other side of the 
dead·end street - a cozy Culver 

· clty cul·de·sac that Diaz has 
clainied ·tor the center - pre· 
teen girls chattedcand laughed at 
.tables in a big classroom. In an· 
other room, yOWlg staffers and 
volWlteers helped high·school· 
ers prepare for the SATs. 

And inside her office, wtth its· 
cheery lime-green walls and doz­
ens of photos ofsmiling children, 
Diaz suddenly looked up from a 
conversation .to see 3. yOWlg man 
in red ~horts and a T·shirt, 
Sweating, breathl~s, begging for 

.. ·water. Within secOnds it became 
ciear he hadn't come·in· from a 
sqccer game. He IW~S being 
chased and had ducked in to 

· hide. Overhead, a police copter 
droned continuously. 

"Lucia, can I just sit here?" A 
hush-y bear of a yOWlg man, the 
:20-yearCold sounded mare like a 

'Columnist Al Martinez is on 
vacatlon. 

~.. 

little boy. 
She let him sit while someone 

fetched him·water. She eyed him. 
"You· know, the police will come," 
she said calmlY. 

Within rillhutes, Diaz had 
alerted the statler's across the 
street, who loc'ked their doors. 
Shortly after, LAPD officers· ar· 
rived, questioned the man and 
ied him ill handcuffs to a police 
crujser on the street. An ice 
cream wagon's ·inelody wafted 
through the air. . . 

'1 don't know him that well," 
Diaz saie! of the yOWlg man. "We' 
try to work wtth a lot of them." 

, . Spme ·change. Some don't. 
.But Diaz's overriding mission is· 
to offer a pathway that 'veers 
away from the kind pf activity . 
that bring~thepollce In·pursult. 

. "This is something kids In our 
community are exposed to," she 
said. "They see gangs and drugs 
being soid. That's why·we're·here 
- so they have a.place to come.' 
Our hOpe is they get to see they 
have other choices:'· , 

.. In ·the 30 years since the Cen· 
ter opened as a preschooi for' 
low·income chUdren, It has 
inetamorPhosed lnto a sprawl· 
;ng ·coUection, of ptD8'rams for 
preschoolers.preteens, youths­
particularly· those in danger of 
gett;ng into trouble - and even 
adults In the community. The By 
Youth For Youth program serv.es 
at· risk people age 13 to 21. It pro· 
vides peer mentoring, coUege 
preparation .and leadership 
workshops. 

Man,y of the teens, who. go 

~~ 

through the program go on to suo 
petvlse activities {or younger 
chUdren. The center's educa:' 
tlonal coordinator, Jesus Orozco, 
is an 9.Iurn of the center arid a 
graduate ofUC Berkeley. . 

The center. has programs for 
kids of all ages. . 
. On Friday, children can take a 

dance class. On Saturday, there'S 
a' dance 'class [or. teens;· meren· 
gue and salsa are on the agenda 
right now. . 

There's.3. waiting list for ali 
the programs: . . . 

: The center prides itself for 
having taken overthe grassy cul­
de·sac at the end of a street that 
was once the roost of gang mem-· 
bers, drug 'dealers and prosti­
tutes, D1az said. . . .. . 

However, the people .who rWl 

the ·center·11rmly believe they 
cannot shut out members of the 
community If they truly want to 
participate. D1az h~ employed 
gang members to work on vari­
ous constnictlon projects [or the 
center. 

c.	 "You m!'Y not'like the behav-
Ior of every member of the family 
- but they're still family," said 
Dlaz, the center's chiefexecutive" 

The late Betty Factor, Rena 
Ellis and June Payne started the 
center and learned quickly .that 
"they needed to involve the 
whole community," Diaz said. 
She arrived at the center in 1981 
as a mother of three chUdren 
who \vent through the program. 
Once a cleaning woman, Diaz, 
now 49, earned teaching and 
school administration creden­

:. 
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tiais, and moved up the rarikS., Soon tl]e conversation turned 50 cents for every dollar·raised. 
Her walls are lined with city to other topics: Are you an only Donations are tax deductible. 

1lIld state commendations for child? Do you want to go to col· For more infonnation, call ·(213) 
thecenterand·a photifofthen.· lege?· And everyone had some· .·237-57'i1. To make credit card do­
·Fftst Lady. Hillary Clinton drop- . thing to say, nations, visit www.lalimes.coml 
ping by for a visit. In the adjacent 
office is Diaz's daughter, Blanca, 
29, who haS a master's degree in 
social work and is a youth coor­
·diDatot. . 

In the room where .the pre­
teen girls have gathered, l6-year­
old Laura Gonzalez - a former 
program member, now a paid 
preteen leader - is questioning 
the girls about the afternoon's 
events. 

"When the helicopters were 
overhead, . what was the first 
thing that rushed through your 
head?" 
. "I thought so·meone had got· 

ten shot," said Leslle De Loera, 
10. 

"When I heard the helicop-· 
ters, I. said 'let's go and see what 

. happened," ·said Alondra Rodri· . 
.guez, 10. c . 

"OK. did you. hear. what she 
said?' Gonzalez asked. "Is that a 
safe thing?" 

"NOaOO!!" the chorus reo 
sponded. 

These .girls ·are no strangers 
to odd activities in ·the streets, .. 
and they discuss them wtth a 
mix ofnonchalance and giggles. 

"What are some ·of the things 
we·do when we're scared?:' Gon· 
zalezasked. 

"I would get a broom. Then I 
would take my dog, because I 
·IOve my dog. and I'd .get· under 
the bed;" Alondra said. 

''',l'hey'see us more like role holidaycampaign. To send 
models or like their brothers and· . checks. use the attached coupon. 
sisters: said· Gonzalez, an 11th, Do not send' cash. Unless re' 
grader at VenJce High SChool quested otherwise, gifts of$50 or 
Who hopes to 'attend ·UC Santa . more are acknowledged in The 
·Barbara. "We make.them feel like Times. . 
.their problems are similar. When 
they feel is.olated; their attlt\lde 
is down. I'U say, 'you want to la1k 
about it?" I like encouraging 
them." - ­

The nonprofit organlzatlon, 
which Is supported by grants 
and donations. has almost all the 
funds It nceds to start constnJc· 
tlon In December on a S6.3-mil· 
lion youth center, which will al­
low more children to bc served 
and wllI remC1\le the burden o[us­
lng the preschool room as a 
youth centcr. The Times' Hall-
day Fund gave $25,000 this year 
to support the center's )'outh 
programs. 

Dlaz recently talked wtth the 
young man wlio begged her tor 
water that afternoon. He is not in· 
police custody. If he Can make a 
commitment and keep Diat·s 
ground rules, she might allow· 
him to work on the new con· 
structlon. 

"He knows·he needs to put his 
act together,"piaz said. 

The annual Hollday Cam· 
paign is part of the Los Angeles 

\Times Family Fund, a fund or the 
McCormick TribWle Founda· 
tioD. which this year will match 
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