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Abstract 

      Violence among youth in low-income urban areas is a prevalent problem in many cities 

across the United States. While violence among young people is destructive to those individuals’ 

emotional and physical wellness, it also harms the community as a whole. A community in 

which residents lack a sense of safety and stability negatively impacts the economic and social 
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condition of the community and contributes to a cycle of poverty and violence. Art programs 

have been shown to build resilience in young people to negative influences by increasing 

positive values, self-discovery, and therapeutic self-expression.  Municipal governments have a 

role in initiating music and arts programs through community partnerships. The City of 

Philadelphia has undertaken a project to establish a music program in the low-income 

neighborhood of Strawberry Mansion. By supporting  music and the arts as a means of 

expression, young people in Strawberry Mansion could have an opportunity to edify their own 

self-confidence and build important life skills. Working with the Youth Violence Prevention 

Collaborative, our team of interns attempted to establish a long-term music program for the 

community. Our group set the groundwork for future partnerships, and was able to assist 

community leaders in Strawberry Mansion with setting up a community non-violence event and 

facilitate connections between local arts and music institutions and the community.  

 
Introduction 

 
     Strawberry Mansion, located in the northwest corner of the 22nd Police District in North 

Philadelphia, is named after a large mansion in Fairmount Park. Built in 1789, this and other 

neighboring mansions were once the summer homes of Philadelphia’s upper class. Today, 

however, this is a low-income and high-crime neighborhood. Strawberry Mansion was chosen as 

a site by the PhillyRising Collaborative in October 2011 because of a high level of violent crime, 

drug activity, vacant lots, and abandoned houses. Additionally, there is a lack of consistent and 

productive after school and weekend activities for youth and young adults. Even among these 

challenges, community leaders have come together to address these issues and promote peace 

and unity. As part of our group project, our team of MIP interns aimed to assist the neighborhood 
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in their National Night Out event on August 4, 2015 and set the groundwork for a long-term 

music program in the neighborhood that would continue after our internship ended. 

Background on the 22nd District and Church’s Community Involvement 

     The 22nd Police District in Philadelphia is notorious for high crime. The neighborhood 

stretches across 4.31 square miles in Northeast Philadelphia and is bounded by Popular, Lehigh, 

11th and 33rd Streets. The neighborhood accounts for 4.7% of the city’s population. About 53% 

of this district is represented by individuals under the age of 24, and 76% of the residents are 

black. The district has the highest concentration of poverty with less than 44% of the working 

age participating in the labor force ( Esri Report for 22nd Police District). Child abuse and 

neglect results from the increased poverty rates. The poverty, truancy, and vacancy rates are all 

higher than the collective rates in Philadelphia.   

     While there is public housing in Strawberry Mansion, it is dangerous and riddled with crime. 

Sharswood-Blumberg Towers, a popular public housing facility in Strawberry Mansion is about 

to be demolished, and will leave many people displaced. The city is tearing down these high-rise 

towers in order to reduce crime in district. Since the buildings tower over the rest of Strawberry 

Mansion, individuals are able to easily avoid police intervention in any crime by spotting them 

from the roof. While tearing down these housing facilities was initiated to reduce violence, it is 

displacing its residents and forcing children out of their school districts. The 22nd police district 

took a huge hit during the 2012-2013 school year when five of the school districts closed. Other 

police districts lost a maximum of two districts. The lack of education funding is creating a spike 

in violent activity. Children are forced to travel into other neighborhoods to go to school, but 

crossing those boundaries incites violence. During the redistricting, the children living in the 
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Sharswood-Blumberg Towers were displaced, and now they will be moved again. The constant 

upheaval creates an unstable environment and generates violence. 

     The residents in Strawberry Mansion and the 22nd police district don’t have many 

opportunities to avoid crime and violence. The high poverty and unemployment creates a violent 

environment. In particular, impressionable youth in Strawberry Mansion experience crime on a 

daily basis. Because of this, Philadelphia is working to create programs to protect the younger 

generation living and working in Strawberry Mansion. A number of studies have explored the use 

of after-school art and sport programs that keep youth from involvement in destructive influences 

in the community. Some of these studies are described below. 

 

Current Literature on Youth Programs  

     The literature on youth violence prevention programs is filled with case studies detailing the 

effects of community programs on youth. Both sport programs and cultural art programs have 

been commonly studied. Both programs typically target the negative social and psychological 

pressures that can harm youth that are often present in lower-income neighborhoods. Risks in 

poverty areas are associated with poor schools, inadequate nutrition, violence, and drugs (Cauce 

et al, 2003). In addition, stress levels increase mental and health problems (Romeo & McEwen, 

2006). These contribute to learning and completion problems in school (Rhodes & Schechter, 

2014). However, arts and sports programs support positive adaptation to challenges, as well as 

create preventative insulation from risks in the city. 

     In one study in North Harford, an area with similar demographic and income characteristics 

as Strawberry Mansion, Philadelphia, The Artists Collective created safe havens that taught 

music and dance while teaching critical history and offering educational events with artists, 

allowed an outlet for frustrations, and fostered resilience and healing (Rhodes & Schechter, 
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2014). Similar programs around the country also found that arts programs led to increased self 

esteem, problem solving skills, prosocial behavior, self-discovery, and improved educational 

outcomes (Mazza, 2012; Rapp-Paglicci, 2012; Gasman & Anderson-Thompkins, 2003). Music 

classes also provide opportunities to create culturally relevant spaces in which youth can build 

skills, confidence, and mentorship relationships between teachers and students (Mixon, 2005). 

The therapeutic dimension of art as a mode of self-expression is also explored, offering a way to 

address trauma and day-to-day frustration; these art therapies can build group trust and networks 

needed to complete school and transition healthily into adulthood (Camilleri, 2007; Sutherland, 

Waldman & Collins, 2010). While physical fitness and sports programs also have been found to 

cultivate life skills like teamwork, goal setting, sociality, and positive values (Collingwood, 

1997; Riley & Anderson-Butcher, 2012), the community members interviewed in Strawberry 

Mansion indicated that art programs were particularly needed to offer a greater variety of 

programs to the youth community, and thus meet multiple preferences of the communities youth. 

 
Music Programs 
     A big objective of this project was to help find ways to connect the youth of Strawberry 

Mansion to music and arts programs.  The goal is to establish a long term connection with a 

music organization so that the children consistently remain engaged.  We have identified several 

programs located in the Philadelphia Area that youth in the 22nd district can utilize. Many of 

these programs provide low cost or free tuition. In addition, these programs are locally based, 

making it easily accessible to youth in Strawberry Mansion.  

     The Philadelphia String Project at Temple University is an organization that teaches children 

in third through fifth grade how to play string instruments. This program is for beginner students 

only and is specifically directed towards youth in the surrounding North Philadelphia areas. 
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Funding subsidizes most of the cost of the program, so students families pay a much smaller 

fraction of the total cost. The location of the program is at Temple University, which is only a 

short bus ride away from Strawberry Mansion. We reached out to this organization and the 

woman in charge, Melissa Douglas, was very appreciative of our interest in the program and 

assisted in providing flyers to spread the word in Strawberry Mansion. 

     Musicopia is another program that could potentially bring music to the 22nd District. 

Musicopia is an organization that repairs donated musical instruments and distributes them to 

people in need. Musicopia also provides affordable and flexible music lessons that teach youth 

how to play various instruments. Musicopia could donate instruments to the Strawberry Mansion 

School District or a chosen community art program that requires students to provide their own 

instruments, which would help address both the need for a structured program and for subsidized 

or free instrument provision.  

     In addition, Blues Babe Foundation could be a potential resource to get youth involved in 

music. This foundation was established by Jill Scott, a Philadelphia native, who wanted to give 

the gift of music to children in low-income neighborhoods in North Philadelphia. This 

foundation offers a program called Music In The Classroom, which brings music classes to 

schools in the Philadelphia School District. Along with this music program, the Blues Babe 

Foundation also hosts various events and workshops to engage youth in the community.  

     Another potential partner music program could be the Philadelphia Community Arts Network 

(PCAN). This organization makes arts education accessible to the Philadelphia Community. 

PCAN’s low cost performing and fine arts classes are offered in three neighborhoods: 

Roxborough, Frankford and Holmesburg. After connecting the collaborative with PCAN we 

found that their low-cost classes and minimal infrastructure needs could be a good match for 
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Strawberry Mansion’s needs and infrastructure. As PCAN has expanded to new locations they 

have followed a simple formula: find a church that has space to house their classes and begin 

offering classes with materials provided PCAN. Two possible future scenarios for linking PCAN 

and other arts programs to the need in Strawberry Mansion are as follows.  

     Short term: Connect interested Strawberry Mansion Youth to the Roxborough location of 

PCAN on Ridge Avenue. This could be accomplished by a) providing transportation from a 

pickup location in Strawberry Mansion to the Wissahickon Presbyterian Church, and/or b) offer 

scholarships for the art or music classes could be provided to a cohort of interested Strawberry 

Mansion youth. However, other arts and music programs at Temple University and the local 

library will be better resourced and able to bolster attendance and awareness of existing 

opportunities in the neighborhood. Considering partnerships with these well-established 

organizations could be an effective option, or utilizing them as a source for distributing 

information on other complementary services available. 

     Long term: Open a permanent community-based youth arts program (or chapter of a current 

organizations) in the boundaries of Strawberry Mansion. The exact partners and location are still 

to be determined. The event on August 4th helped to establish connections between the 

Philadelphia Orchestra, the School District Music program and the Strawberry Mansion Faith 

Based Coalition. These are key relationships to laying a foundation for community support and 

organizational resources that could create a long term program. Deacon Thompson of the 

Coalition and Faith Temple, said that his dream would be to have a community center in 

Strawberry Mansion itself. Among the offerings would be arts programs for the youth who are 

not served by already existing sport and recreation programs.  

 
National Night Out Event 
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     The National Night Out is a community-building event that promotes safe and peaceful 

neighborhoods by allowing for a night where neighbors, police, and government officials can all 

come together and revive a sense of community. In Strawberry Mansion, a group of community 

leaders, religious leaders, and civic leaders came together in 2013 and established the Strawberry 

Mansion Faith Based Coalition (SMFBC) in order to initiate its first Night Out. After a huge 

success, the SMFBC has continued to host the event every year since. Now, in 2015, our team of 

interns teamed up with Deacon Thompson from Faith Temple Church of God in Christ to help 

out at this event wherever needed. 

     In past years, the Philadelphia Orchestra has been involved in this event. Through meetings 

with the church and the orchestra members, previous Youth Violence Prevention Collaborative 

events have been successful. Earlier this summer, we met with Dan Berkowitz who works with 

the Philadelphia Orchestra as the Director of Collaborative Learning. At the meeting, Dan talked 

about his previous work in California where he was involved in a project that introduced music 

into low income areas. He showed interest in this event and said he would contact the orchestra 

about performing. Unfortunately, due to scheduling issues, this year the Philadelphia Orchestra 

was unable to participate in the event. This meant that it was time to find an alternative music 

group to perform at the event. 

     Dan Berkowitz offered to get in contact with All City Orchestra to see if they were available. 

The Philadelphia All City Orchestra is a local orchestra made up of high school students and 

recent alumni.  The orchestra has around 115 active members whom play a vast array of musical 

instruments. This organization has received national recognition and is considered to be one of 

the best youth music programs in the Philadelphia area. Luckily, some members were available 

to perform a jazz quartet on August 4th. The event was considered a great success, with high 
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turnout and a great deal of useful community resources and organizations being present. Voter 

registration tables were set up, as well tables including information on other resources for 

neighborhood youth- including local arts programs. Throughout the evening there was a set of 

performances that kept the block alive with activity: Christian rapping, gospel choir singing, 

slam poetry, hip-hop dancing, and jazz from the Philadelphia All City orchestra. There were also 

a diverse group of speakers at the event that included ministers from Faith Temple Church, 

Mayor Michael Nutter, Councilman Darrell Clarke, police officers from the 22nd District, a 

representative from CeaseFire, and the executive director of the Youth Violence Prevention, 

Richard Greenwald. Our team of interns provided face-painting for kids, handed out food and 

water, and distributed information on youth music programs. In all, the event represented a 

positive and constructive event for both adults and children, and offer a chance for the 

community to rally around its successes in combatting crime and violence. 

 

Conclusion 

 The team succeeded in laying the groundwork for future partnership in Strawberry Mansion, in 

particular by discussing with city nonprofit arts organizations about the potential for 

programming in this area, and connecting local residents to some of these nonprofits during the 

August 4th event. Because creating a diversity of constructive programs for youth is critical to 

capturing the interest of a wide range of youth interests, reducing the shortage of art programs in 

the neighborhood must be a facet of the neighborhood’s crime and violence reduction strategy. 

With the involvement of community-based organizations like the Faith Temple Church of God in 

Christ, city-wide art programs can gain a trusted foothold within the neighborhood. Additionally, 

community events such as the National Night Out provides a forum to express not only 

frustrations, but allow community celebrations of positive neighborhood attributes and activities. 
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Relationships with these liaison organizations between larger city entities (like nonprofits and the 

City government) in their work to create safe communities, as the Youth Violence Prevention 

Collaborative has been doing, are assets to the city and its allies as it seeks to magnify 

programming and services in underserved communities. As evidenced in the National Night Out, 

these relationships yielded in immediate results, such as performances of city youth at the 

celebration. Long term, these types of relationships could result in art and music programs 

sponsored or supported by the Strawberry Mansion Faith-Based Coalition and its constituent 

organizations. Additionally, these community based organizations are highly motivated to see 

change and innovate to realize success. Deacon Thompson and Annette Thompson, leaders in the 

Faith Based Coalition, explained that the success of the event was due to the dedication, 

commitment, and faith of their community. As Deacon Thompson explained, with enough 

resilience and assertiveness in explaining to community partners and government leaders that a 

particular problem should be resolved, change can happen, saying “the squeakiest wheel gets the 

most oil.” With enough advocacy for these programs and for City and nonprofit support, is 

certain that Strawberry Mansion will attain an assortment of art programs and enhanced 

partnerships that result in reduced violence and improved neighborhood health. 

 

We are thankful for the Mayor’s Internship Program for giving us the opportunity to be a part of 

the National Night Out event and grateful for the support and leadership of Dan O’Brien and 

Caitlin McDonald, who helped make the night, and this project, a reality.   

 

Bibliography 
Camilleri, Vanessa. (2007). Healing the Inner City Child. New York: Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers. 
 

11 



Cauce, A. M., Stewart, A., Rodriguez, M. D., Cochran, B., & Ginzler, J. (2003). “Overcoming 
the odds? Adolescent development in the context of urban poverty.” In S. S. Luthar (Ed.) 
Resilience and Vulnerability: Adaptation in the Context of Childhood Adversities (pp.343-363). 
New York: Cambridge University Press. 
 
Collingwood, T.  (1997)  “Providing physical fitness programs to at-risk youth.” QUEST, 49(1), 
67-84. 
 
Esri. “Report for 22nd Police District, Philadelphia.”  
 
Gasman, Marybeth and Anderson-Thompkins, Sibby. (2003). “A Renaissance on the eastside: 
motivating inner-city youth through art” Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk, 8. 
 
Holt, N, Z. Sehn, J. Spence, A. Newton and G. Ball. “Physical education and sport programs at 
an inner city school: exploring possibilities for positive youth development.” Physical Education 
and Sport Pedagogy, 17(1), 97-113. 
 
Mazza, Nicholas.(2012).  “Poetry/creative writing for an arts and athletics community outreach 
program for at-risk youth.” Journal of Poetry Therapy: The Interdisciplinary Journal of 
Practice, Theory, Research, and Education, 25, Issue 4, 225 
 
Mixon, Kevin. 2005. “Building your instrumental music program in an urban school.” Music 
Educators Journal, 91(3), 15-23. 
 
Rapp-Paglicci, Lisa. 2012. “Improving outcomes for at-risk youth: findings from the prodigy 
cultural arts program.” Journal of Evidence-Based Social Work, 9(5),512-523 
 
Rapp-Paglicci, Lisa, Ersing R, and Rowe W. 2007 “The effects of cultural arts programs on at-
risk uouth.” Journal of Social Service Research, 33(2), 51-56. 
 
Rhodes, A, and R. Schechter. 2014. “Fostering resilience among youth in inner city community 
arts centers: the case of the artists collective.” Education and Urban Society, 46 (7), 826-848. 
 
Riley, A and Anderson-Butcher, D.. “Participation in a summer sport-based youth development 
program for disadvantaged youth: getting the parent perspective.” Children and Youth Services 
Review, 34(7), 1367-1377. 
 
Romeo, R. D., & McEwan, B. S. (2006). “Stress and the adolescent brain.” Annals of the New 
York Academy of Sciences, 1094, 202-214. 
 

12 



Sutherland, Judy, Waldman, Gwen, and Collins, Carolyn. (2010). “Art Therapy Connection: 
Encouraging Troubled Youth to Stay in School and Succeed.” Art Therapy 27(2): 69-74 
Services Review 34(7): 1367-1377. 
 
 
 

 
 

13 


