4

Thursday, July 1, 2021	

Inglewood/Hawthorne/Gardena/Lawndale Wave • Southwest Wave/Southwest Topics/Angeles Mesa & Tribune • Central News/Southside Journal/Compton/Carson/Wilmington Wave

Al Wooten Jr. Youth Center back in business
By Darlene Donloe
Contributing Writer

T

he week before the Al Wooten Jr.
Youth Center was set to reopen
on June 29, after 15 months of
closure due to the pandemic, Executive
Director Naomi McSwain was working
day and night with contractors on renovations and construction that included a
fresh exterior paint job, sneeze guards
on desks, ceiling fans, air filters, moving desks for more social distancing and
the installation of bullet-proof glass.
According to McSwain, on several
occasions, both when the youth center
was open and closed, stray bullets have
hit the exterior of the building, lodging
in windows, a door, and in the trunk of
an associate’s car. So before she welcomes back students, she is shoring up
areas of the center’s six storefront buildings to ensure their safety.
The center’s annual budget is
$750,000 but ended last year at
$450,000. The center currently needs
$15,000 to $20,000 to get the building
reinforced so bullets don’t penetrate the
interior.
“The shooting is more critical than
COVID,” said McSwain, a former journalist who frequently wrote about gang
violence. “This is breaking my heart.
We’re here because of the conditions
and circumstances that led to my cousin
being killed.
“What’s been happening in recent
days is former gang members coming
out of jail. It’s great but to come back
and restart wars. It can lead to the kids
getting caught in the crossfire.”
The cousin to which McSwain refers is Alton “Dunnie” Wooten, Jr., in
whose memory the center was launched
in 1990. His mother, McSwain’s aunt,
Myrtle Faye Rumph (now deceased),
opened the center in honor of her son.  
In January 1989, Wooten, 35, was
killed in a drive-by shooting near Adams and Crenshaw boulevards. The
shooting was said to be the result of a
gang initiation.
Since its opening, the Al Wooten Jr.
Youth Center, located on 91st Street and
Western Avenue in South Los Angeles,
has been a steadfast anchor in the com-

A young boy does his homework at the Al Wooten Jr. Youth Center in South Los Angeles.
The center is reopening its doors after 15 months of closure due to the pandemic.
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munity.
The center’s mission is for “good
citizenship and academic excellence.”
There is a desire to ensure that every
student avoids the kind of lifestyle and
overcomes the kinds of challenges that
led to the murder of Al Wooten Jr.
The center is a refuge. It’s a home
away from home, a place where neighborhood kids can gather, talk, read,
work on computers, be creative, learn
math, get tutoring and be mentored.
It’s a way to keep kids off the street, a
neighborhood approach to the revitalization and empowerment of a community in crisis that provides a safe and
nurturing environment.
McSwain is passionate about the
work being done at the center and
would love for more people in the Black
community to see the benefits of the organization by helping the center both
financially and as volunteers.
“We’d like people to ‘catch the vision,’ which is our tagline,” said McSwain, who grew up a troubled kid in
South Los Angeles. “Just give the kids
some time and attention. We always
need donations, but we also need help
with private tutors.
“Give the kids an opportunity so
they can thrive. That’s our vision. We’d
Darlene Donloe is a freelance re- love for them to thrive and stay alive.
porter for Wave Newspapers who We are crying out to our community.
covers South Los Angeles. She can See what we see.”
McSwain is thankful for the center’s
be reached at ddonloe@gmail.com.
many loyal and consistent partners, one

of which is Community Build.
“Community Build gave us a lot of
stuff,” McSwain said. “We partner with
agencies who make a difference. …
They understand the need to leverage
resources. I donate to their agencies and
they donate to ours.”
When the pandemic hit in 2020,
Robert Saucedo, president and CEO
of Community Build, assembled 32
agencies and partners to pool resources.
The organization became known as the
Community Response System of South
Los Angeles (CRSSLA).
The Al Wooten Jr. Youth Center is
part of CRSSLA and McSwain is the
chairperson of the education committee.
Saucedo calls her “the crown jewel
of CRSSLA.”
“I can’t find the words for Naomi or
her work ethic commitment and vision
which turns into reality,” Saucedo said.
“They have operated on a level of excellence.”
The Wooten Center reopened this
week for the Summer Fun Camp, an
educational summer bridge program for
kids in grades 3-9.
Operating as a hybrid, 28 students
are expected at the center, with up to 60
participating online.
STEM classes including animation, engineering and robotics are offered each year, along with tutoring,
performing and visual arts, sports and
recreation, field trips and more. During
the sessions, students get to reinforce

the math, reading, writing and science
skills oftentimes forgotten over summer
— something called the “summer slide”
or, more recently, the “COVID slide.”
Isidra Person Lynn joined the center
in May 2020 as an English language
arts lead tutor. Her first case was a male
student who was a high school senior
in danger of not graduating. In order to
graduate, he was given three weeks to
make up nearly a semester’s worth of
assignments.
“He was a smart kid but he just
wanted to play video games,” Person-Lynn said. “I asked him, ‘How do
you eat an elephant?’ I told him, ‘One
bite at a time.’ This can happen.
“You have to do what is needed,”
Person Lynn added. “It was a team effort. We worked hard and did it. Families should know that they can put their
children in tutoring. It’s free.
“That kid had lost focus, but he
wanted to graduate and he did. He graduated in 2020. I cried. I also get something out of it. It’s rewarding. It’s a village effort.”
The center offers after-school and
summer programs, tutoring, including
a popular and effective one-on-one tutorial program and other activities for
youths 8 to 18.
Classes include an animation lab,
energy lab, reading and math lab, and
languages.
There is CollegeTrek Online, a virtual after-school program with college
and career readiness for students in
grades 3-12. The program offers diagnostics and private tutoring in reading
and math homework assistance, and
various classes, discussion groups and
workshops held on Zoom at no cost.
There is also a MyCollegeTrek for
teens ages 13 and up.
In addition to one-on-one tutoring
and study groups, the center offers weekly classes in coding, robotics, world languages and culture, and performing arts,
as well as a virtual playground. It also
offers SAT-prep workshops, college advisement, a monthly College and Career
Day, monthly College Admission Pro-

cess workshops, discussion groups such
as Teen Talk, Girl Talk, and Kid Talk,
and monthly Juvenile Justice Jeopardy
classes engaging cops and kids in a digital game teaching teens about juvenile
law.
The pandemic exposed even more
attention needed in the community. The
Wooten Center responded by launching a parent power group series to meet
the needs of parents, grandparents and
guardians that arose due to the pandemic.
The group covers such topics as
budgeting and generating income, finding a job during the pandemic, teaching
kids responsibility and discipline, basics of math and English language arts
for parents, and tips to help their child
go to college.
During summer 2020, the center distributed food boxes and shared resources and referrals for housing, employment and other urgent needs.
The center also provides various
scholarships, including the Ron Glass
Memorial Scholarship named after the
“Barney Miller” actor who was an active board member before his death.
The Wooten Center was supposed
to celebrate its 30th anniversary with a
gala dinner in 2020, but due to COVID,
it has been put on hold.
The center will host a no-cost spring
clearance effort from 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.
July 2. In an effort to increase social distancing space, the center is giving away
a number of items for free.
Items include school and office furniture and supplies, kitchen appliances
and gadgets, toys, books, clothing, toiletries, and other used and new items.
For information, call (323) 7567203.
“Making a Difference” is a weekly feature profiling organizations that
are serving their communities. To propose a “Making a Difference” profile,
send an email to newsroom@wavepublication.com.

L.A. charities benefit from philanthropic donations
From City News Service
LOS ANGELES — Several
Southland charities, arts institutions and universities are among
the financial beneficiaries of
MacKenzie Scott’s latest round
of philanthropic donations,
which this time totaled $2.739
billion and went to 286 equity-oriented organizations.
The ex-wife of Amazon
founder Jeff Bezos has pledged
to give away the bulk of her fortune from the former couple’s
divorce settlement. She’s given
away more than $8 billion so far.
Forbes estimates her net worth
at roughly $60 billion.
In a Medium blog announcement about the third round of
donations June 15, Scott said she
and her team, including husband
Dan Jewett, “are all attempting
to give away a fortune that was
enabled by systems in need of
change. In this effort, we are
governed by a humbling belief
that it would be better if disproportionate wealth were not concentrated in a small number of
hands, and that the solutions are
best designed and implemented
by others.”
The unrestricted grants will
go to a wide range of organizations, including Los Angeles organizations like A Place
Called Home, the Asian Pacific
Community Fund, the Center for
Cultural Innovation, East West
Players, Homeboy Industries,
the Japanese American National
Museum, the L.A. Arts Endowment Fund and Self Help Graphics & Art.
“Because we believe that
teams with experience on the
front lines of challenges will
know best how to put the money to good use, we encouraged

“We will use this gift to address critical
housing needs and job creation in a postpandemic world.”
— Homeboy Industries CEO Thomas Vozzo
them to spend it however they
choose,” Scott wrote on her
blog. “Many reported that this
trust significantly increased the
impact of the gift.
“People struggling against
inequities deserve center stage
in stories about change they
are creating,” she said. “This is
equally — perhaps especially —
true when their work is funded
by wealth. Any wealth is a product of a collective effort that
included them. The social structures that inflate wealth present
obstacles to them. And despite
those obstacles, they are providing solutions that benefit us all.”
Homeboy Industries CEO
Thomas Vozzo confirmed that
the nonprofit — dedicated to
helping formerly incarcerated
and gang-involved individuals
rehabilitate and re-enter society — received a grant for $20
million.
“We are incredibly honored and humbled to receive
this extraordinary gift from a
game-changing philanthropist
committed to the notion that
there is no us and them, only
us,” he said. “We will use this
gift to address critical housing needs and job creation in
a post-pandemic world, while
building enduring strength for
years to come as we invest in the
next generation of future Homeboy leaders.”
East West Players Producing
Artistic Director Snehal Desai

praised Scott’s generosity to the
Asian American theatre company.
“East West Players is incredibly honored to be a recipient of
Mackenzie Scott’s extraordinary
philanthropy,” Desai said. “In
her announcement …, Scott’s
sentiment that, ‘people struggling against inequities deserve
center stage in stories about
change they are creating,’ encapsulates the core purpose of East
West Players’ work. In a time
when hate crimes against Asian
and Asian Americans continue
to increase exponentially, this
investment will ensure that the
work of East West Players will
continue to speak up and speak
out against systemic injustice.”
For some educational organizations, like Cal State Fullerton,
a donation of $40 million from
Scott is the largest the university
has ever received. The same is
true for Long Beach City College, which received $30 million.
“This is the single largest donation the college has received
in its almost 95-year history, and
one of largest single-donor gifts
given to a California community
college,” Long Beach Community College District Board of
Trustees President Uduak-Joe
Ntuk said, adding he was grateful for the gift, which will contribute to the district’s equity
and racial justice work.
“These funds will expand on
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that work to accelerate academic outcomes, increase economic
opportunity and expand upward
mobility for generations of
LBCC students,” he said.
Cal State Northridge President Erika D. Beck said the

university received $40 million,
also the largest gift from a single
donor in the institution’s history.
She called the funding “transformative.”
The gift, she said, “provides
a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity

to advance our future as leaders
in equity-centered student success to provide a brighter and
more equitable future for our
students, their families and the
communities we are so proud to
serve.”

PASTOR’S CORNER

Overcoming our own self-interest
By Rev. O.L. Johnson
Religion Columnist

L

et’s talk about this
month’s subject with an
emphasis on the word
“self-interest.”
What does the word mean?
The dictionary defines sell-interest as a concern for one’s
own advantage and well-being.
That doesn’t sound like a bad
thing. Shouldn’t we all have
similar concerns?
Generally speaking, we
should, but there are times in
life when
acting
in
our self-interest is not
in our best
interest. It
is
during
those times
when
we
s h o u l d
strive to apply the first
word in our
Rev. Johnson
subject —
when “overcoming” self-interest is in our best-interest. But
how do we identify those times
when self-interest should be
overcome?
The answer to the question
is in an understanding of the
difference between self and
best-interest. The difference is
seen in the focus of each. In
self-interest, the focus is on the
first person, singular — gaining
advantage for oneself. Best interest focuses on the third-person plural — concern first for
the well-being of others.

So overcoming self-interest
is in order whenever any decision we may be considering has
the potential to have a negative
impact on others. Having concern for others before self is
God’s desire for his people.
That’s what Jesus teaches
us in Luke 6:31. Look for what
is in the best interest of others
first before considering your
self-interest.
Jesus also teaches us the
possible results of failing to
overcome self-interest. In Luke
6:24-26, he speaks directly to
those who satisfy their self-interests. He alludes to accumulating material possessions
through which one experiences
inner joy, happiness and public
adoration, observing that these
are all temporary experiences.
He prefaces each teaching with the same admonition,
“woe unto you” – meaning that
in each instance the end result
will be “grief”, which is the
meaning of the word “woe.”
The way to avoid “woe” in pursuing self-interest is to become

a “golden-ruler” as described in
Jesus’ words in Luke 6:31, do
unto others as you would have
them to do unto you.
So, let’s recap what we are
saying: to purse self-interest is
not a solid no-no. It’s an advisable road to follow as long as
we don’t hurt others along the
way.
In that case, our efforts to
satisfy our self-interest should
be abandoned and overcome.
Achieving our self-interests at
the expense of others is always
a no-no in the eyes of God.
A better approach, one more
pleasing to God, is to pursue
what is in the “best interest”
of all involved and follow that
road to its logical conclusion.
That puts others first, and effectively changes one’s focus
on self-interest to a focus on
best-interest — a focus on others rather than self.
Do you want to please God
in your daily walk? Here’s one
way to do it.
Rev. O.L. Johnson, a retired LAPD lieutenant, is an
associate pastor in his home
church, Greater New Zion
Baptist, 501 W. 80th St. in
South Los Angeles.
Pastor’s Corner is a
monthly religious column
that looks at the relevancy of
scripture to life today. The
column appears on the first
Thursday of each month in
the Wave and its website,
www.wavenewspapers.com

