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On the afternoon of Tues. March 20th, hundreds of teenagers poured onto the shining concrete of Westminster Street and chalked the sidewalks.

 “Cristal Santos.”

 “Michi.” 

“Caroline.”

“PB& J.”  

They scribbled names and hearts and stars everywhere and then dipped into the street’s three youth organizations to fill their stomachs.  The tutoring and technology center called Inspiring Minds, formerly Volunteers In Providence (VIPS), dished up pizza.  New Urban Arts, the hub for youth creativity, scooped the ice cream. And Youth Pride Inc., a safe space for LGBTQ youth and allies, poured the soda.  Businesses, including Subway, Edible Arrangements, the Providence Pizza Company, and Bubble Tea House, hung banners that said “Welcome Yoots!” and “The Youth Take Over Westminster Street.”   It was “Spring Fling,” a day designed by both students and staff to help youth feel at home in all three organizations.

Within two blocks of Westminster Street, across the street from Central High School, Classical High School, and the Providence Career and Technical Academy, these three nonprofits – Inspiring Minds, New Urban Arts, and Youth Pride Inc. – have created a unique environment.  Some call it an “opportunity zone,” “youth-friendly zone,” or “mosaic picture.” Others call it “family.” It draws students from across the street and across Rhode Island into its folds. They enter and exit the storefronts like customers in a thriving business district, reaping a service both free and priceless:  a space to find friends across school lines, a space to grow to one’s full potential, and a space to call home.

“We all know each other,” said 15-year-old Marisela Garcia, a petite freshman at Central High School with a smile of braces.  Every day when she gets out of school at 2:55 PM, the day is only just beginning.  On Mondays she attends the Inspiring Minds Mechanical Engineering program, hosted in one of the Central High School science labs.  The experiments are fun – she’s made lavender perfume, lotion, and vanilla ice cream – but she’s also learning sophomore-level science through the lessons.  On Tuesdays and Thursdays from 3 PM to 4 PM, she is a student of the College Crusade of Rhode Island, another nonprofit that helps low-income students prepare for higher education.  And when she isn’t in the lab or in College Crusade, she spends time at Inspiring Minds.

At 763 Westminster, Inspiring Minds is an open room with wood paneled floors, tall glass windows, and computers for student use.  On a typical day, about 40 students pass through, some to work with tutors on their homework, others to practice their English in the language-learning center or to design their own videogames on the Smartboard and Microsoft Kinect hardware. Electronic parts for the Build Your Own PC Program line the racks on the walls (“Name your computer.  Love your computer.  Now Break it Apart,” Inspiring Minds Director Robert Gonzalez likes to tell his students.)  

On some days Garcia goes to New Urban Arts for painting, screen-printing, and photo development in the dark room.  This has been her routine since December, when Garcia learned about New Urban Arts through a friend.

It’s nothing like middle school, when her afternoons consisted of homework, computer games, cartoons, and DeGrassi TeenNick television.  Now TV bores her.  Since coming to Central, her grades are better and she’s become more open to new experiences.

“I like the busyness,” she said.  “I don’t consider myself exhausted at the end of the day…I feel satisfied.”

That same afternoon, Noel Puello, a 17-year-old senior at the Providence Career and Technical Academy, sat in New Urban Arts at a table covered in sequins and glitter, shaving crayons into a reused Biscotti cookie container.  Puello’s objective: to make the crayons skinny enough to fit into a glue gun, melt the crayons onto a board and attach pieces of spring.  Crayon shavings spotted ziger’s shorts and shoes and nails, and the patterns on ziger’s sweater came in just as many colors (Puello prefers to be referred to be the gender neutral pronouns zig and ziger).

At high school, said Puello, “you’re weird if you’re not like everyone else.”  It “makes you feel like crap.” 

At New Urban Arts, you’re like everyone else if you’re weird, zig said.  New Urban Arts has helped ziger figure out who zig is and what zig wants to do with his life: zig hopes to be a fashion designer and is enrolling at the Massachusetts College of Art and Design.

Zig sat at one of the tables where students can meet with their art mentors.  Paper crafts dangled from the ceiling.  To ziger’s right: the Zen Zone, where students relax.  To ziger’s left: the supply closets stuffed with art supplies and sewing machines.  As student tour guide Duncan McPherson says, “This place is our home, our house.”

Puello said other spaces, where zig finds zigerself in the minority, are less comfortable.  Last summer at a Rhode Island School of Art and Design fashion class zig felt awkward when ziger’s privileged classmates suggested they all go out for sushi, or bragged about their big houses.  What was zig supposed to say?

“Oh.  You can come to my apartment.  In the middle of the ghetto.  And you might get shot,” zig joked.

But Puello never feels alone at New Urban Arts.  Students – about 35 a day, 300 a year, from 10 different Providence High Schools – pack the studio.  New Urban Arts is not a portfolio prep center – it’s a nosy extended family. 

 “Everyone knows everything about you for some reason, and if you kick someone everyone knows for some reason,” zig joked, adding that it’s only the good things about you that become gossip.  Puello cherishes ziger’s relationship with mentors, especially the one who “thinks I’m her son.” 

Puello remembers ziger’s anxiety when zig revealed to friends that zig might be bisexual.  When these friends learned about Youth Pride Inc., they took zig along.  Zig became involved in the Board of Directors and a member of Outspoken, an activist group that gives presentations to adults in places such as fire departments, school departments, and police headquarters to highlight issues faced by queer youth.  Now, zig is proud to stand up against discrimination and be a voice for queer students of color.

“I love them both…NUA [New Urban Arts] has helped me with one struggle and Youth Pride helped me with another,” said Puello. 

 “The community here is really strong and I don’t know how – we’re a bunch of teenagers!”

On a rainy Thursday afternoon, Saron Vongsavang, a Central High School alumnus who graduated last spring, helped a youth obtain goods from the Youth Pride Inc. food pantry. In its early days, the food pantry provided relief to young people who had turned to sex work out of financial desperation.  Last year it served youth and over 1200 families.

He was waiting to take some youth out for a jog on the Rainbow Runners program.  In the last year, Vongsavang has lost 50 pounds through the program.  At first, he said, “I felt like I was going to die when I was running.” Now, he slips on his sneakers and is ready to go.  

Vongsavang was a regular at Youth Pride until his graduation, and is now a staff member.  At Youth Pride he gives tours, helps with office chores, talks with students, and completes his work for the Ocean State Empowerment Group, Youth Pride’s HIV Prevention program.  Before graduating, Vongsavang was hanging around at Youth Pride when he saw a hiring notice for the organization’s Ocean State Empowerment Group and decided to apply for a position. 

He remembers the time before he knew about Youth Pride.  As a student at Feinstein High School in Elmwood (he transferred to Central in 2010), he spent most of his after-school free time helping his teacher or playing ping-pong.  When a friend brought him to Youth Pride Inc., then located on Chestnut Street in the Jewelry District, he was surprised to see couches and a kitchen. Does someone live here? – he wanted to ask.  Can people sleep here? 

“Like it was home – pretty much.”


In November 2011, when Youth Pride moved to 741 and 743 Westminster Street, across from the three high schools, enrollment increased by 100%.  Today, about 40 to 50 youth between the ages of 13 and 23 take advantage of this safe space each day.  They lounge on the couches, receive counseling in the LBGTQ library, study the Safe Sex education board, and rummage in the food-for-all kitchen.

Vongsavang is grateful to Youth Pride Inc. for helping him understand his own sexuality and for giving him an opportunity to make a difference in Providence.  While working at Youth Pride, he has helped friends deal with personal issues, and now hopes to study social work at the Community College of Rhode Island this fall. 

It wasn’t always this way on Westminster Street. Like much of Providence, the street has changed dramatically in the last 15 years.  The street has become “cleaner,” said Inspiring Minds Director Gonzalez, with less drug-activity.

In 2000, a different crop of businesses – less upscale – occupied the storefronts, including a tattoo parlor, hair salon, and antique shop, said Tamara Kaplan, Operations Manager at New Urban Arts.

New Urban Arts moved to Westminster in 1998, shortly followed by the cafe White Electric Coffee.  Around the same time, property owners began converting their lots into condominiums. Inspiring Minds opened its technology center at 903 Westminster in 2001, then moved to its current location, a former kitchen supply store, in 2011.  A pair of brothers, Classical and Central High School graduates, renovated a fire-damaged building and opened Bubble Tea House in 2007.  Youth Pride joined the two other youth organizations in 2011. 

The youth organizations don’t claim full responsibility for changing the dynamics on the block.  Westminster is also a reflection of changes in the schools across the street, said Gonzalez.

Asked on March 22 how she would describe the three schools, a Central student said Classical, which admits applicants on the basis of academic performance and examination scores, is for “smarty people” and the new vocational school, Providence Career and Technical Academy, is for “smart people who don’t want to go to college.”  Her friend added: Central is the party school.  If this were college, he said, Central would be the frat house. 


Administrators explain that Central students often grow up with fewer resources than Classical students.  In  2009, compared to Classical, there were 500 more discipline infractions at Central.  About 20% more students qualified for free lunch.

Yet Assistant Principal Zawadi Hawkins says Central is on the rise, with new programs and greater numbers of students on the honor roll.  Relationships between the two schools have also improved.  Several decades ago, there were fights between Classical and Central students on the plaza between the schools. Now many students are friends, in part thanks to new collaborations between schools.

In addition, the three youth organizations provide a space for students from different schools to interact, break down barriers, and overcome notions based on stereotypes. 

Sarah Meyer, program director at New Urban Arts, said she tries not to memorize what schools students attend and to encourage students not to judge one another based off school origin.  “Leave some of that across the street…We set that tone really intentionally.”

Although Inspiring Minds, Youth Pride Inc. and New Urban Arts each have a niche, a similar culture pervades each space.  Kerry Kanelos, director of Youth Pride, said that she notices students upholding the same standards for each other as they move from center to center.  All three organizations expect students to show mutual respect, welcome newcomers, and not use offensive language. All three value the input of students. 

The idea for “Spring Fling,” their first three-way collaboration, emerged from a meeting between the youth leadership councils of each organization.  The councils recommended hosting an event to raise awareness about the activities of the different organizations. 

Cheryl Del Pico, Training and Technical Assistance Manager at New Roots Providence, said that nonprofits collaborating is on the rise in Rhode Island.   The three youth organizations on Westminster look forward to more joint efforts, including a block party on May 18. 


It is chilly and damp at 4:20 PM on Thurs. April 12.  A pair of sneakers dangles from a tree outside Classical High School.  There are not many students in sight, and the chalk has long since washed away.  


Noel Puello exits the doors of New Urban Arts wearing what zig calls a “poncho” but which looks like a Native American dress shirt – a red, brown, yellow, orange, white, black and green cape that zig constructed from an old quilted blanket and the bottom of a top hat.  It is still too early to be going home. Puello is on zig’s way to Youth Pride.  There is something self-possessed about ziger’s measured strides; a sense of knowing the ground zig walks on.

 Zig passes a mural on the side of Dean Street, painted by New Urban Art students in 2004.  There is a RIPTA bus, a state house, a cluster of people of many races stand before a river glowing with Waterfire, holding a sign that says, “We are all one family.”

Puello disappears into Youth Pride. 

30 minutes later, the door of Youth Pride, plastered in vibrant strips of painted paper, swings open once again.

 Zig makes the return trip: 719, 717, 713, 709, 705 – New Urban Arts.  


In this luxurious garment, one might mistake ziger for the chief of Westminster.   

