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 United Teen Equality Center 
 Prospectus 
 

Description: 

The United Teen Equality Center (UTEC), founded in 1999, was the result 
of an organizing movement driven by young people to develop their own 
teen center in response to gang violence. Today, UTEC is a youth-led 
agency that uniquely blends a drop-in, safe-haven center with more 
structured youth development and organizing work, serving over 1,500 
Lowell teens annually. Guided by its core values of peace, positivity, and 
empowerment, UTEC staff proactively ñmeet teens where theyôre at,ò using 
every opportunity to build trust and engage them in one or more of its four 
program areas: Streetwork/Peacemaking, Youth Development, Education, 
and Youth Organizing/Political Action. By directly linking prevention and 
intervention services with youth-led policymaking, UTEC provides a 
pathway from the street to the state house, from peacemaking to political 
action for older youth most often overlooked and considered disengaged.  
UTECôs long-term vision is to serve as a model for other youth agencies 
across the Commonwealth and beyond. 
 

Location: Lowell, MA Website:  www.utec-lowell.org 
 

Founded: 1999  Current Budget:  $1.16 million 
 

Geography & People Served:  
UTEC serves the young people of Lowell, ages 13 to 23. 
 

Social Problem: 
Å The poverty rate among youth in the stateôs 10 largest cities is 24 percent, just 

under one in four and double the statewide average. This concentration of poverty 
in urban areas leads to a concentration of problems for young people. 

Å Lowell, the 4
th
 largest city in the state, is home to 18,000 young people ages 13 

to 23. Approximately one in ten are gang-involved, and there are 25-30 gang 
sets active at any given time. 

Å Lowell has the 9
th
 highest teen birth rate in Massachusetts. 

Å Lowell High Schoolôs four-year graduation rate of 69.5 percent ranks in the 
bottom 10 percent of all high schools in the state. 
 

Key Accomplishments & Social Impact: 
Å Received Robert Wood Johnson Foundation Community Health Leader award 

and honored with the Citizens Bank and NECN Champion in Action award. 
Å Invited by Senator Kennedy to testify at the U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee 

hearing on gang violence prevention. 
Å Facilitated three successful peace summits in 2007, resulting in truces between 

six rival gang sets. 
 

Two-Year Goals: 
Å Complete the construction of UTECôs new building addition, the second phase 

of a $6.3 million capital campaign, and expand to serve 2,200 youth per year 
Å Implement a rigorous evaluation and data-tracking system 
Å Develop curriculum and pilot program for the Streetworker Training Institute 
Å Create a leadership development training program for UTECôs youth staff 
Å Expand the statewide youth policymaking coalition with three regional staff 
Å Formalize college partnerships to benefit UTEC alternative high school students  

 

Total Investment ï Two Years:  
Operating: $2.1 million  Capital: $3.3 million 

 
 
Contact Information: 
Gregg Croteau 
978-265-7173 
gregg@utec-lowell.org 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Ways to Invest 

In-Kind Support 

¶ Advisory board members 

¶ Capital campaign website 

¶ Catering supplies/kitchen 
equipment 

¶ Music studio equipment 

¶ Building material donations  

¶ 15-passenger van 

¶ Sports equipment 

¶ Database design 
development 

¶ Upgraded technology 
(hardware and software) 

 

Financial Support 

$50,000 Peacemaking or 
statewide coalition 
staff 

$25,000 Data and evaluation 

staff  

$10,000 Curriculum 
development for 
Streetworker 
Institute 

$5,000 Two peace summits 

$1,000 Training for three 
youth UTEC staff  
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Need & Opportunity   
 
Social Problem 
Too many young people in Massachusetts and across the country are struggling to navigate the path to adulthood 
successfully. These youth are most often overlooked and considered disengaged or unreachable. The prevailing 
view is that it is ñtoo lateò to work with them effectively and make a lasting, positive impact on their lives. Data on 
Massachusetts from the Kids Count database and the Massachusetts Youth Risk Behavior Survey provide 
evidence that there is a sizable population of marginalized youth at risk for serious adult problems:  

¶ On an annual basis, between 9,000 and 10,000 teens ages 15-19 have become young mothers over the 
last five years.

1
 

¶ 64,000 youth are out of school with no high school diploma or GED certificate.
2
 

¶ 15 percent of teens report carrying a weapon in the past month; 29 percent report getting into a physical 
fight.

3
 

¶ Nearly 10 percent of youth report being in a gang in the previous year. Youth involved in gangs are three 
times more likely than their peers to carry a weapon and three times more likely to have considered 
suicide.

4
 

¶ In 2006, nearly 10,000 young people between the ages of 15 and 24 went to the emergency room for 
assault-related injuries.

5
 

 
Contrary to popular belief, these young people are not just concentrated in Boston, the stateôs largest city.  
Instead, they can be found struggling to make their way in communities across the Commonwealth. As an 
example, Lowell, Massachusetts, where UTEC is located, is home to 18,000 youth between the ages of 13 and 
23. Their challenges include: 

¶ High school drop-out rates: Lowell High Schoolôs four-year graduation rate of 69.5 percent ranks in the 
bottom 10 percent of all high schools in the state. For a given class of 900 students, roughly 275 will not 
graduate within four years. An additional 150 youth will drop out.

6
 

¶ Young parenthood: Lowell has the 9th highest teen birth rate in Massachusetts (50 out of every 1,000 
teen girls).

7
 

¶ Violence/gang involvement: According to the Lowell Police Department, between 1,500 and 2,000 Lowell 

youth½about one in every ten young people½are engaged in gang activity, and there are 25-30 gang 
sets active at any given time. People under the age of 20 commit 70 percent of violent crime in Lowell.

8
 

 
Ignoring this group of young people is costly for society as a whole. A review of data from the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health, completed by Karen Walker and supported by the Edna McConnell 
Clark Foundation, found a strong relationship between adverse outcomes in late adolescence and serious 
negative outcomes in early adulthood:

9
 

¶ High school dropouts were three times more likely to be on public assistance.  

                                                      
1
 The Annie E. Casey Foundation. KIDS COUNT Data Center, www.kidscount.org/datacenter/. 

2
 Ibid. 

3
 Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education, ñYouth Risk Behavior Survey 2005,ò 

www.doe.mass.edu/cnp/hprograms/yrbs/05/summary.pdf.  
4
 Ibid. 

5
 Massachusetts Department of Public Health, ñYouth Violence Prevention Data and Statistics.ò From a presentation to the Youth Violence 

Prevention Coalition, March 12, 2008. 
6
 Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education, ñLowell High School, Cohort 2007 4-Year Graduation Rate,ò 

profiles.doe.mass.edu. 
7
 Massachusetts Department of Public Health, ñMassachusetts Births 2006, Table 7: Trends in Teen Birth Rates for Selected Communities,ò 

www.mass.gov/Eeohhs2/docs/dph/research_epi/birth_report_2006.pdf. 
8
 Lowell Police Department interview, March 14, 2008. 

9
 Karen E. Walker et al., ñCritical Junctures on the Way to Adulthood: Options for Intervention,ò (2007). 
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¶ For young women who gave birth under the age of 18, the public assistance rate was even higher; as 
young adults, they were six times more likely to be dependent on the welfare system. 

¶ Youth who belonged to a gang were two to three times more likely to have an adult conviction or report 
weapon use in the year prior to the survey. 

Thus, failing to intervene with older adolescents who are already considered high risk means that their difficulties 
are likely to persist in the future, fueling poverty and raising costs for health care, housing, law enforcement, and 
social services. Each of these young people represents a potential cost between $250,000 and $2 million over his 
or her lifetime.

10
   

 
Root Cause Factors 
Poverty and racial/ethnic discrimination in Lowell, as well as in other urban areas in Massachusetts and across 
the country, create an environment where many young people struggle to transition to adulthood successfully. 

Poverty is concentrated in these urban areas, along with all of its associated problems½substandard housing, 
lack of economic opportunity, and high rates of community violence. The child poverty rate in the stateôs 10 

largest cities averages 24 percent½just under one in four½or double the statewide average.
11

 In addition, the 
percentage of young people who are new to this country or whose parents are recent immigrants is twice the 
statewide average (for cities closer to Boston), which adds a host of challenges, including racial/ethnic 
discrimination. These factors in combination greatly increase the stress on young people and interfere with their 
ability to get the help they need.   
 
The City of Lowell, as an example, is located approximately 35 miles northwest of Boston and has a population of 
105,000. Contrary to the prosperity the city saw as a leading industrial center in the 19

th
 century, Lowell has 

struggled economically in recent years. Today, the median household income is about $45,000, or 25 percent 
less than the statewide average. At the same time, Lowell is a diverse immigrant community with a significant 
Latino population (15 percent) and the second largest Cambodian population in the United States, estimated at 
approximately 30,000 and second only to Long Beach, California. According to community research conducted by 
the University of Massachusetts Lowell, approximately 50 percent of all Lowellôs residents are 
immigrants/refugees from Cambodia, Vietnam, Brazil, Portugal, Africa, and Dominican Republic. A recent article 
in The Lowell Sun noted that 38 native languages are spoken by students at Lowell High School.

12
 

 
Within this context, it is challenging for young people to get the support they need. Even if they are aware of 
available community resources, youth are often unable or unwilling to access services for various reasons: 

¶ Mistrust of adults in general and professional service providers in particular 

¶ Services which are not teen-friendly or oriented to the needs of older adolescents 

¶ Cultural norms which dictate problems should stay within the family or at least within the community 

¶ Care-taking responsibility for siblings and other family members, or the need to have a job, which means 
there is little time to seek out and participate in support services 

Within the context of this environment and without adult support, many youth feel marginalized and undervalued, 
which creates a reason for them to further disengage. They are less likely to participate in the political and civic 
process, which in turn reinforces social and economic inequality.

13
   

 

                                                      
10

 Depending on their level of engagement in criminal activity. M. Cohen, (1998). The monetary value of saving a high risk youth. Journal of 

Quantitative Criminology, 14(1), 5-33 from Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 1999 National Report. (Pittsburgh, PA: National Center for Juvenile 
Justice, 1999), 82. www.ncjrs.org/html/ojjdp/nationalreport99/chapter3.pdf. 
11

 KIDS COUNT Data Center and 2000 U.S. Census. Ten largest cities with child poverty rates: Boston (27%), Worcester (26%), Springfield 

(33%), Lowell (24%), Cambridge (16%), Brockton (20%), New Bedford (28%), Fall River (26%), Lynn (24%), and Quincy (12%). 
12

 Christopher Scott, ñBienvenidos and Welcome,ò Lowell Sun, May 6, 2007. 
13

 Kristen Zimmerman, ñMaking Space, Making Change: Profiles of Youth-Led and Youth-Driven Organizations,ò (2004). Written for the Young 

Wisdom Project of the Movement Strategy Center. 

http://www.ncjrs.org/html/ojjdp/nationalreport99/chapter3.pdf
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An estimated 109,000 youth (ages 13 to 23) live in poverty across the Commonwealth, the majority of whom 
reside in urban areas.

14
 Integrating these adolescents and young adults into the social, economic, and political life 

of Lowell and other Massachusetts cities is critical to the stateôs viability in the 21
st
 century.

15
 

 
Current Landscape 

Many youth organizations provide a range of youth development activities½cultural arts, recreation, job skills 
training, and other activities. These programs play an important role in fostering the healthy development for 
youth of all backgrounds. However, young people who initiate participation in the types of structured youth 
development programming typically offered may be the ones who would be more likely to seek out activities and 
succeed without additional help, rather than those who are difficult to engage and more likely to be involved in 
risky behaviors. Few programs do the targeted, intensive outreach required to reach those youth who are most 
often overlooked and considered disengaged, particularly older youth ages 16 and up. Moreover, there are a 
handful of programs that mobilize youth to take action on a problem in their communities through direct action or 

grassroots organizing strategies; it is rare to see youth participating in actual policymaking½particularly poor and 
immigrant youth.   
 
Most youth development and youth organizing agencies are not designed to move youth from life on the streets 
into structured programming, and then into organizational and civic leadership positions, while at the same time 
dealing with the inevitable crises that occur along the way. They typically do not have crisis intervention skills in-
house (i.e. mediation/conflict resolution expertise, mental health clinicians) that allow them to continuously serve 
youth considered most at-risk. Without linking direct service to advocacy and providing a vehicle for the most 
disenfranchised young people to influence the legislative process, the root causes of youth violence and risk 
behaviors go unaddressed. At the same time, there is a missed opportunity to leverage the resilience and 
experiences of those young people who are most affected and closet to the problems. 
 
Opportunity 
The research noted earlier, completed by Karen Walker et al, identified late adolescence as a ñcritical junctureò 
when intervention can potentially prevent serious adult problems.

16
 The researchers concluded that working with 

older teens who have already experienced adverse outcomes may be a cost-effective way to allocate resources, 
focusing on those young people who are most likely to have long-term difficulties.

17
 The ongoing challenge for 

practitioners and policymakers is to develop and invest in programs that effectively engage this population over 
several years and can intervene, often in crisis situations, to change life trajectories. Programs with the capacity 
to do this type of targeted outreach and intervention have the following characteristics: 

¶ Adults work in partnership with young people, seeing themselves as supportive advocates, in contrast to 
adults motivated to save, reform, or rescue young people from their situations.

18
 

¶ Youth are valued and nurtured as decision-makers.
19

 

¶ Expectations for young people are high.
20

 

¶ Older youth support emerging generations of leaders.
21

 

Sustaining this work also requires shifting policies so that resources are directed toward understanding what 
works and how best to support program efficacy, and regularly re-investing in the most effective programs, 
allowing them to demonstrate results, learn, and grow. 

                                                      
14

 KIDS COUNT Data Center. 
15 Neal Peirce and Curtis Johnson, ñBoston Unbound: Tapping Greater Bostonôs Assets and Talents To Create a World-Leading Citistate,ò 
(2004). The Citistates Group. www.tbf.org/uploadedFiles/Citistates_final.pdf. 
 
16

 Karen E. Walker et al., ñCritical Junctures on the Way to Adulthood: Options for Intervention,ò (2007). 
17 

Ibid. 
18 

J. Walker and L. White (1998). Caring adults support the healthy development of youth. The Center, 14-19.  
www.fourh.umn.edu/educators/research/Center/Center1998.html. 
19 
Kristen Zimmerman, ñMaking Space, Making Change: Profiles of Youth-Led and Youth-Driven Organizations,ò (2004). Written for the Young 

Wisdom Project of the Movement Strategy Center. 
20 

Ibid. 
21 

Ibid. 
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UTEC fills a gap in youth programming by providing intensive outreach to youth who are most often overlooked, a 
structure for keeping them engaged over time, and a process for supporting them to influence public policies that 
directly affect them. Based on over 10 years of experience, UTEC believes that these particular youth are best 
positioned to foster enduring, system-level change because they are already leaders ñon the streetò and have in-
depth knowledge of youth and community issues. UTECôs innovation is its ability to provide multiple entry points 
and routes to leadership and civic activism. UTECôs pathway from the street to the state house, from 
peacemaking to political action, directly links prevention and intervention services with youth-led policymaking. 
UTECôs model is designed to ensure alignment between youth needs, the policies that govern program practices, 
and the allocation of resources. With renovations to its 20,000 square foot building underway, UTEC is poised to 
expand its programs to reach over 2,000 youth annually and emerge as a state and national leader in street 
outreach, peacemaking, and youth policymaking. 
 

 
Social Innovation in Action: The United Teen Equality Center Model 
 

Peace is not merely the absence of tension, but rather the presence of justice. 
 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. 

 
UTEC is a youth-led safe-haven for youth development and organizing that serves 1,500 Lowell teens annually. 
UTEC seeks to reduce risks that youth face day-to-day, increase opportunities for them to make positive changes 
in their lives and communities, and influence state and local policies that affect their ability to reach their 
potential. Guided by its core values of peace, positivity, and empowerment, UTEC proactively reaches out to 
teens in their neighborhoods, engages them in youth-driven programming, and provides a pathway to youth 
leadership and civic engagement. Based on its success, UTEC continues to experience strong demand for its 
programs, both locally from youth and the City of Lowell, as well as more recently from organizations in 
Massachusetts and across the country that want to emulate its approach.   
 
History 
In 1999, UTEC grew to fruition from an organizing movement led by young people to develop their own teen 
center in response to gang violence. The initial planning of UTEC dates back to 1997, when the Downtown 
Neighborhood Association and the City of Lowellôs Streetworker Program were propelled by a group of teenagers 
who stressed that there was no place to ñhang outò in the downtown area. At the time, there was a high level of 
gang violence between Latino and Southeast Asian youth, and the downtown area was regarded as the one true 
neutral zone, a place where teens could safely socialize without fear of any gang or turf associations.   
 
Knowing that a downtown location was critical, UTEC first partnered with St. Anneôs Episcopal Church and moved 
into its parish hall. However, when St. Anneôs looked to expand its own program, UTEC was forced to find a new 
home. After temporary placement in a storefront on Merrimack Street, UTEC was finally able to purchase its own 
permanent home on Hurd Street, and is currently in the midst of an extensive, multi-phased, $6.3 million 

renovation. The new home is ideal½a space in the heart of downtown that is large enough to house UTECôs 

numerous programs½and will eventually allow UTEC to serve at least 2,200 youth annually. Once the 
renovations and new addition are complete, this 20,000 square-foot building will be Lowellôs first LEED-certified 
green building and will serve as a community education center for sustainable energy and environmental 
practices. 
 
Participants 
UTEC serves Lowell youth aged 13 to 23 with the following demographic profile: 

¶ The average age of participating youth is 16 to 17. 

¶ Over 80 percent reside in the low-income areas of Lowellôs Renewal Community census tracts: Acre and 
Lowell Highlands. The average annual household income in the Renewal Community is $16,450. 

¶ 96 percent are minorities, reflecting the diversity of Lowellôs population; 45 percent are Latino and 25 
percent are Southeast Asian. 

¶ Young women and men participate equally, with the female-male ratio roughly 50-50. 




