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Established in 1953 during the Civil Rights Era the San Diego 

Urban League (SDUL) currently serves over 65 youth from diverse 

backgrounds across San Diego County. Specifically, this population 

of youth includes African American, Latino, Asian, and newly arrived 

immigrant students. Most youth and families served are of low-to-

moderate income. 

SDUL offers various programs, including the National Urban League’s 

signature program, Project Ready, for youth ranging in age between 

14 and 18 years old. 
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UNDENIABLE BENEFITS 
OF CULTURALLY 
RELEVANT OST PROGRAMS

Culturally relevant OST programs help to develop 
in youth positive racial and ethnic identities and 
to potentially support them in recognizing 
and understanding social inequality. These 
programs provide cultural, recreational, 
and individualized support including 
other forms of enrichment to youth 
and have shown success across 
developmental and educational 
contexts when implemented in 
a positive way. 

Program structure and staff play 
a critical role in creating supportive 
relationships and opportunities to belong 
through relationship-building, program 
norms that center youth voice, and activities 
that respect youths’ cultural and social identities. 

PROJECT INTRODUCTION

In 2023, SDUL and four other affi liates partnered with the National Urban 
League, launching the Culturally Responsive OST Practices project funded 
by the Wallace Foundation to explore, identify, evaluate, and disseminate 
information on the ways their youth development programs embed culturally 
relevant teaching within their out-of-school time (OST) programming. The 
purpose of this work was to inform the fi eld of these practices and how they 
benefi t Black and brown youth and others from marginalized communities. 
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Culturally relevant OST programs help to develop 
in youth positive racial and ethnic identities and 

norms that center youth voice, and activities 
that respect youths’ cultural and social identities. 
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PROJECT READY’S CULTURAL RESPONSIVENESS

As implemented by SDUL, Project Ready’s programs center youths’ cultural 

and racial identities through various activities including:

	● Speakers

	● College preparation & tours 

	● Field trips

	● Leadership opportunities  
such as youth council

Students came forward and shared, students 
that I didn’t even know had a Native American 
background, came forward and said that they 
are mixed ethnicity. And I thought that that 
was wonderful, because it gave a safe place for 
them to talk about their family connection so 
that they could be proud of who they are.”

We found that all activities were approached with the 
purpose of providing youth with experiences affirming 
their racial, ethnic, and cultural identities. Another 
staff member noted:

“Whether it was a trip to a national conference 
where they go to meet youth from around the 
country and stay at a college campus with the 
National Urban League’s Youth Summit,  or 
they got a chance to meet the chief information 
officer from all the way in New York [students 
expressed], ‘I got to meet an African American 
man that looks like me and had similar 
background and upbringing, and he made it  
to the top.’”

A SDUL staff member noted:

“I would say 98% of our speakers are people 
of color so that our students directly can 
identify with them, you know, and they speak 
their language . . . We also try to introduce our 
students to college admission directors, as well 
as presidents of the different colleges, whether 
it’s here in San Diego or across the country. And 
try to create intimate opportunities for them to 
have conversations with the college leaders.  
And we also try to introduce them to career 
exploration and introduce them to people that 
look like them.”

Another staff member added how having 
representatives from youths’ racial and ethnic 
backgrounds allowed them to speak up and share 
their personal histories. This resulted in the staff 
member getting to know the youth participants.  
She explained:

“We did a wonderful job in connecting [with] 
some Native American leaders after a 
presentation by a tribal individual . . .  

In terms of approach, we found that SDUL staff were intentional about planning 

experiences they wanted youth to have, while ensuring that youths’ racial and 

cultural identities were represented. 
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“Seeing somebody who 
looks like me being able to 
do or achieve just as high 
as like, where my dreams 
want to go.” 

—YOUTH PARTICIPANT, PROJECT READY, 2023
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Youth Benefits 
OF PROJECT READY’S CULTURALLY 

RELEVANT APPROACH

Access to community-based OST programs provides cultural, recreational, and 

individualized support. These and other forms of enrichment to youth have shown 

success across educational contexts when implemented in a positive way. 

We found that youth participating in SDUL’s Project Ready believed that their 

experiences in the program were benefi cial and impactful to them in terms of 

cultural affi rmation, college preparation, career exploration, and life in general. 

One youth participant stated:

“It helps me see my culture more positively 
‘cause the HBCU exploration opportunities that 
this program off ers helps me realize that I’m 
not alone and I can excel with people that look 
like me.”

Another youth participant added:

“For me it’s more of like, college knowledge, 
because I’ve got in a lot of diff erent colleges for 
instance, learning about HBCUs and especially, 
highlighting our colleges here in San Diego, 

and even learning about colleges I have never 
even heard of . . . We get a lot of scholarship 
opportunities and defi nitely a lot of mentorship. 
So, for me I work very closely with Ms. Kea and 
Ms. Brittni, and I really do love that bondship 
and the mentorship that I get from them, and 
that is one of the things that highlights Project 
Ready as a whole for me.”

The focus on youths’ cultural backgrounds 
created a sense of community within the program 
and connection with the local community. 
One student stated:

“Seeing somebody who looks like me being 
able to do or achieve just as high as like, 
where my dreams want to go.”

Others added their beliefs on the impact of 
Project Ready’s cultural focus:

“Defi nitely impactful. I feel like Project Ready
defi nitely builds leaders that are better from 
diff erent cultures.”

“I feel like it [Project Ready] defi nitely helps 
engage a lot of the community and a lot of 

the culture and I feel like it helps with like, 
sort of dissolving some racial tensions between 
all the people as well.” 

In response to learning about Native American 
culture from an indigenous speaker, one student 
expressed:

“It was so interesting learning about her heritage 
and just learning about people’s heritages in 
general. I think it’s defi nitely impactful because 
you learn . . . you gain education. You’re more 
aware of where other people come from and 
I feel like as you grow up that awareness 
needs to be spread.”



Regarding Youth 
Participants in Project 
Ready, our fi ndings 
showed:

● Youth learned more about 
career and life opportunities.

● Youth had their interests sparked 
by seeing people like themselves in 

professional roles.

● Youth gained awareness and respect 
for cultural differences. 

Overall, youth who participated in this study shared that their 

experiences with Project Ready’s cultural focus and activities were impactful to them 

and improved their prospects:

“I would say positively . . . the one thing that went to mind when we had the Black 

female computer programmer that took an interest in me ‘cause . . . she was a 

Black female and computer programming was one of my interests for a career. 

So having her there and talking about it, and how she made it, and how she’s still 

one of the only ones [who] made a[n] impact on me in my, um, community.”

“I wanna go to college and be successful in college and I feel like this program 

will help me do that.”

“Ever since I’ve been in Project Ready, I felt like that I’ve been more and more 

prepared for my future because of [their] . . . general life advice.” 
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Family Benefits 
OF PROJECT READY’S CULTURALLY  

RELEVANT APPROACH

Consistent with the youth findings, families voiced their appreciation and 

found value in the culturally relevant activities SDUL staff provided for youth in 

their program. Families expressed that racial and ethnic representation were 

continuous and important threads throughout the program. 

For example, a parent noted:

“I think that the kids get to see people who look 
like them and sound like them . . . achieving 
things and being great in their field. And in 
fields that they had never even thought of 
before. And so, it’s good for them to see other 
students as well who are achieving, who look 
like them and, and sound like them, because 
often my kids are the only, um, minority children. 
They’re Afro-Latino. They’re the only Afro-Latino 
students in their classes. And so, this is a great 
opportunity for them to be around others like 
themselves and see, uh, Black people excelling.”

In response to which portion of Project Ready parents 
thought connected to history and culture, another 
parent asserted: 

“I think all of it. I think all of it does because when 
the students heard from a Black pilot, he talked 
about the first Black pilots. When we heard 
about, or when the kids heard about, Black 
women coding. They heard about how, you know, 
the influence that Black people had in coding. 
When they heard from a medical program 
person, they heard about how the COVID 
vaccine, um, was started by people of color, and 
how they did a large amount of the research. So, 
I think it’s kind of interwoven into everything 
that they do.” 

One parent highlighted their child’s sense of 
belonging and developing relationships with  
like-minded peers:

“I think giving a sense of belonging is a benefit 
of the program. Having other students who are 
like-minded and who look like them striving to 
be better or striving to be entrepreneurs is great 
to just kinda see your peers going on the path 
that you’re going. I think it’s all good to never 
feel alone.”

In addition, parents reported growth in their children 
as a result of participating in Project Ready:

“I’ve seen a major shift in leadership, in my 
daughter. She’s definitely picked up ways to be 
a better person and a better leader, um, and 
[developed] . . . camaraderie of[with] the kids.”

“My son doesn’t really like to interact with a lot 
of people, but he was more than willing to, you 
know, sign up to be a mentor to help tutor. He 
was like, ‘Hey, I’m good at Spanish. I can help 
tutor someone with Spanish.’ Or, you know, 
other things. And that’s not really something 
that he’d want to volunteer for before. So,  
I think that he sees the connection to other  
kids, which is great.”
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“My kids, I’m not sure this happens to other 
parents, but they actually seem like they’ve 
gotten more responsible and more organized. 
And I think it’s because they have things 
outside of school that’s not just on their school 
calendar, that they’re taking responsibility for. 
Like, I’m going to be responsible to show up 
at this meeting or to have this on my calendar 
to inform my parent that I need to go to this 
because it’s important to me. And, um, and 
that’s a big growth that I’ve noticed in them.”

Project Ready helped families identify opportunities 
for their children that otherwise might have been 
challenging for families to access on their own. These 
additional opportunities differed from those that 
focus solely on academic improvement for youth in 
underserved communities. One parent in the study 
reported how the program helped her son acquire 
volunteer hours:

Regarding Families of Youth participating in Project Ready,  
our findings showed:

	● Parents valued the culturally relevant approach of the program.

	● Parents felt the racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds of speakers, professionals, and other 
individuals that SDUL invited to the program was a consistent theme.

	● Families expressed the value of speakers and other professionals who “looked like’’ their children, 
suggesting that youth need to see more of themselves in a positive light, and that this created a 
sense of belonging for youth participants and helped them develop positive racial identities and 
respect for cultural differences. 

	● Families added that youth participants realized they’re capable of achieving career and life 
success by seeing people like them in various professional roles. 

	● Families reported growth in their children, as demonstrated by them being more  
organized, responsible, and taking on leadership roles. 

	● Families found the program and program staff to be an extended community  
in which they could connect with other parents. 

“Project Ready helps me because it gives him his 
volunteer hours. It gives him volunteer times. 
And, like I said, it keeps him in the community 
of his peers that I would like to see him grow in.”

Families also noted how helpful Project Ready was 
in creating a sense of community and connection 
among families and with program staff as 
illustrated below:

“It’s good to see other people who are focused 
on kids succeeding. Like it’s hard to find other 
parents who have the right goals in mind that you 
can see on a regular basis because everybody’s so 
busy. Everybody’s working and trying to get their 
kids where they need to be that there’s not really 
the time to connect with other parents. But this 
provides that opportunity.”

“For me, I feel like I’ve developed an extended 
family with Project Ready from San Diego.  
So, the extended family has been great.”



possible job, especially if they are not, you know, 
opposed to labor. Being a part of a trade, right, is 
gonna be typically the best option and route for 
the pay that you’ll get and the protections that 
you’ll have versus just being a laborer, [out] here 
on your own.”

	● Youth recommended:

Life skills training—

“It sounds weird, but life skills, and I’m not 
talking about financial literacy. I’m talking about 
the kind of thing where you don’t really expect 
someone to not know how to do it until you 
realize they don’t know how to do it. Stuff like 
how to iron shirts, how to tie a tie. How to  
shine shoes.”

Internships—Specifically, science, technology, 
engineering, and math (STEM) and medical 
internships

“I think internships is a good idea. . . . .[and] more 
presentations from healthcare workers.”

Community service & volunteering—

“I wanna do more community service, like group 
community service . . . volunteering at different 
places . . . like hospitals.”

	● Families recommended:

Like staff and youth participants, parents also 
believed that both shadowing a professional to 
learn first-hand about a particular field and more 
community service would enhance the experiences 
of youth in Project Ready:

“ . . . different opportunities to expose him to 
businesses and entrepreneurs.  Actually, going 
into the corporate offices. Actually, shadowing 
people, seeing people hands on, I think would be 
really great.”

“Maybe have the kids do some sort of community 
service to help, you know, seniors in our 
community. I think that would be great, so that 
they could learn from, you know, people who’ve 
experienced quite a bit in life.”

HOW COULD PROJECT READY’S 
PROGRAM BE IMPROVED?

When SDUL staff, youth, and families were asked 
for recommendations to improve the program, 
no one suggested reducing or eliminating the 
culturally relevant approaches of Project Ready. The 
improvements that were mentioned focused mostly 
on additional activities that staff, youth, and families 
believe would further enrich the program structure.

	● Staff recommended:

Shadowing professionals—SDUL staff feel that 
adding this to the program would help youth to get 
a sense of what the daily responsibilities are in a 
given profession. 

“In the future, moving forward, uh...If for instance 
so, you know, day in the life, that sort of thing that 
we do, um, maybe even like redoing how ‘a day in 
the life’ looks. Maybe, ‘a day in the life’ can start 
looking a little bit different. So just really, really 
adopting their voice and not only what they would 
like to see in the program, but how they would like 
the things to be executed, so that it’s effective for 
them. That’s something that I’m working on. And 
it’s important.”

Physical activity & education—SDUL staff feel it 
would be beneficial to Project Ready youth to learn 
about the importance of physical activity as well as 
experiencing different types.

“So, for instance, we don’t do like necessarily 
like physical education, right? But I think we can 
because I believe that they’ve expressed interest, 
we can bring in some more, uh, physical education 
for our students, but even introducing them to 
other physical activity, sports that they aren’t 
aware of.” 

Trades for those not college bound—SDUL staff feel 
it’s important that youth learn about different trade 
job opportunities and the benefits of acquiring skills.

“Maybe there are students who necessarily don’t 
want to go to college, right, like that. So, they do 
just want a job, right? Once they graduate that’s 
all they want. Well let’s get them in the best 



Culturally relevant approaches were consistent in all aspects of the 
SDUL affi liate’s Project Ready program. 

SDUL’s staff’s efforts in validating youths’ cultural, racial, and ethnic 
identities were consistent through all aspects of their practices, 
resulted in a positive impact on youth, and helped to develop 
meaningful relationships for youth participants. 

According to the families of youth participants, they welcomed the 
culturally relevant activities and approaches SDUL staff provided, 
they voiced the importance of the cultural, racial, and ethnic 
representation their youth were exposed to, and they felt SDUL staff 
were intentional about planning experiences that were culturally 
affi rming to youth in their program. 

Youth participants believed that their experi-
ences in the program were benefi cial 
and impactful to them in terms 
of cultural affi rmation, college 
preparation, career explora-
tion, and life in general.  

Conclusion
For our part in the Culturally Responsive OST Practices 

project funded by Wallace Grant, we found:
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For more information about this project or if you have any 
questions, kindly email our NUL team at education@nul.org.

80 Pine Street, 9th Floor, New York, NY 10005 
212-558-5300  |  NUL.org

“I have something I wanna share. So, 
Urban League is the gift that keeps on 
giving. And from generation to generation 
that’s what y’all here for. So, if any[one] 
question that, that there needs not be an 
Urban League here, we have to have a 
voice for our children. So, Urban League 
is doing that and we thank you so much 
for your being and giving our children the 
opportunity to find out who they are along 
their journey. So, thank you.”

— PARENT OF YOUTH PARTICIPANT, PROJECT READY, 2023


