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agrees. “I was something of a trouble-
maker then, going through difficult 
times,” he recalls. “Deane brought 
something I had never seen in adults 
before. As teenagers, most of our deal-
ings with adults are so misunderstood. 
Adults want you to fit into this peg 
of what you should be. Deane never 
judged any of us. She was firm with me 
about the rules but she never wagged 
her finger at me and made me feel like I 
wasn’t good enough. That was huge. She 
guided us and empowered us.”  

He adds, “Deane was a very steady pres-
ence on the roller coaster of being a teen-
ager in the inner city. She was our hero. 
Those experiences changed our lives.”    

Youth ALIVE!’s companion program, 
Caught in the Crossfire, began when 
Deane noticed that her TNT partici-
pants were often not available for pre-
sentations and speaking engagements 
because they were constantly visiting 
loved ones in the hospital. “During the 

course of that first year,” she remem-
bers, “almost every single one of those 
children had an uncle, a cousin, or a 
brother in the hospital recovering from 
gun violence.” Caught in the Crossfire 
initiated the peer hospital interven-
tion model with a trauma surgeon and  
medical social worker at Highland 
Hospital, bringing “Intervention  
Specialists”—kids from the same neigh-
borhoods, survivors of violence them-
selves—to  hospital bedsides to mentor 
gunshot  victims and provide them with 
support and alternatives to retaliation.  

“Deane was always optimistic about 
the power of what youth could do,” 
says Sherman Spears, who co-founded 
Caught in the Crossfire with Deane 
after a gunshot wound left him in a 
wheelchair when he was 19. “I was  
always full of ideas about what I thought 
was possible. Deane was a sounding 
board with a wealth of knowledge about 
what steps I could take to make them 
happen. She was always a mentor.”  

Youth ALIVE! Board Chairman Dr. 
Luis Montes, who is the chief of pe-
diatrics at Rancho Los Amigos  
National Rehabilitation Center in 
Southern California, has been with the 
agency since he heard Deane speak at an 
injury control conference in 1991. “I was 
so impressed with what she had done,” 
he recalls. “I introduced myself and told 
her I wanted to get involved.” Dr. Mon-
tes went on to get funding for and start 
the first Youth ALIVE! programs in Los  
Angeles. The partnership continued for 
the next 20 years. “Deane had a clear  

understanding of the needs of 
the community,” Montes says, 
“that they were victimized by 
firearms, drugs, mass media, 
poverty, alcohol. She taught 
us to listen to young people. 
Even if we didn’t solve their 
problems, we gave them a 
place to come and voice their 
concerns. She always kept 
us centered on that. Youth 
were always what drove the  
agency and its objectives.”  

Building networks has always been 
crucial to Deane’s work, bringing to-
gether leaders from the fields of health, 
criminal justice, education, policymak-
ers, and members of the community. 
“All of these partners bring so much,” 
she says. “Without them, we couldn’t  
be effective.” 

And the work of Youth ALIVE! has  
always been designed to be replica-
ble across the country. “Our goal was  
never to get big,” she adds. “It was to get 
good at what we do, and then let others 
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research, in trauma,” 
says Becker. “There’s 
power in having a net-
work of these programs, 
because we can learn  
from each other’s successes 
and challenges. We are not 
reinventing the wheel.”  
After the meeting, the 
group created a hand-
book (available at www.
youthalive.org/network), 
which details the insights 
and recommended strate-
gies that emerged. 

The group now consists of eight  
member programs and several other  
“affiliate” programs that are just start-
ing out or have a strong interest in the 
issue. In addition to the handbook, the 
Network will develop and dissemi-
nate evidence-based resources and  
address public policy related to youth 
violence. This summer, the Network was 
awarded two years of stimulus funding 
from the US Office of Justice Programs 
under the 2009 Recovery Act, in addi-
tion to continued funding from Kaiser.

The Network’s focus this year is on  
sustainability; next year members 
will focus on best practices. Down the 
road, they plan to conduct a multi-site  
evaluation to show the impact of  
hospital-based intervention, in order 
to increase visibility of these programs 
on the national level. “Hospital-based  
intervention is a way we can stop 
the cycle of violence, the revolv-
ing door in emergency rooms where 
a doctor will treat a gunshot wound 
only to see the patient return again 
with another. It’s a golden opportu-
nity to reach youth. The dream,” says 
Becker, “is to have programs like  
this in every trauma center across  
the nation.”
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take what they need to try to prevent  
violence in their own communities.”  

The work is not over and the need is 
still great: guns kill almost 30,000 
people every year in the US, and in-
jure another 65,000. People buy an 
average of 1,000 guns legally every 
day in California alone. But things 
have also changed. “The funeral in-

dustry in Oakland was thriving in the 
‘80s,” Calhoun remembers. “A funeral 
director once told me he was making 
doll-sized caskets, and that girls were 
imagining not what they’d wear to 
their prom, but to their viewing. That 
has changed. More young people are 
expecting to survive now and go to 
college.” She credits new gun laws, in-
cluding more rigorous restrictions on 
buyers, sellers (including gun shows) 
and manufacturers, as well as more 
programs with positive alternatives 
for kids.  

Deane went on to win a slew of awards 
for her work at Youth ALIVE! – a  
California Peace Prize, a Eureka  

Fellowship, a Public 
Affairs Residency Fel-
lowship from the Rock-
efeller Foundation, and 
a 2008 Woman of the 
Year Award from then-
State Senate President 
Don Perata, among 
many others.  

“No one played a more 
influential role in the 
passage of Califor-
nia’s ban on assault 
weapons than Deane,” 
says Perata. “While 
only one achievement 
among her many ef-

forts to prevent gun violence, her tire-
less leadership made it possible to over-
come huge odds to get that bill signed 
into law. It remains the toughest gun 
control law in America.” 

What’s next for her? First, she will 
climb more mountains – this time, 
real ones, in Europe, where she and 
her husband have a 90-mile alpine hike 
already planned. “I’ve carried out a 
lot of my dreams,” she says. “I want to 

leave while I’m still able to scale other 
heights.” She knows she will remain 
active on this issue, and come back to 
Youth ALIVE! in some capacity, prob-
ably as a member of the Board.     

Her mind is already set on tackling 
her next challenge. “There’s a direct 
link between graduating from high 
school and a lower risk for violence,” 
she says. “We need more money, more 
programs, more support from state and 
federal government if we’re going to 
have outstanding public education and 
programs 18 hours a day in the schools 
to support the learning environment  
for kids.” She adds with her trademark  
tenacity, “There’s got to be a way.”

Hospital Network
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Donate to Youth ALIVE! to  
prevent youth violence.  

Youth ALIVE! has developed a model that trains  
and supports young people to stop the violence in 

their lives, through intervention at the hospital bedside  
of victims and through peer-led classes on nonviolent  

solutions. This pioneering work is supported by the  
generous donations of people like you.  

Please use the enclosed envelope or donate online at 
www.youthalive.org. All donations are tax deductible.  

Youth ALIVE! 3300 Elm St.  Oakland, CA  94609   
(510) 594-2588 ext. 300

mail@youthalive.org   www.youthalive.org

“No one played a more influential role in the passage  
of California’s ban on assault weapons than Deane.  

It remains the toughest gun control law in America.”  
 — Former CA State Senate President Don Perata

Deane Calhoun
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