Building His Own Future


A few years ago, 18-year-old Brian Joynter was heading down a dangerous path.  He was in trouble for using drugs and ditching school.  When he did go to school he had no motivation.  He had been living with one aunt and when he became too much to handle, moved in with another aunt and her husband, Rev. Ben Shortridge.  

In November 2002, Brian dropped out of school and began to just “hang out.”  His uncle gave him chores to do, but they didn’t get done.  In spite of his difficulties, Brian remained close to his family and had their support. Then, a turning point came.  

Tracy Harrington, Brian’s social worker, referred the family for an Emancipation Conference.  As a part of the DCFS Family Group Decision-Making (FGDM) program, the family members came together at the conference to help form a plan for Brian’s future. Brian seemed receptive.  

During the first of four meetings, Brian and his family created an ambitious plan with an idea Brian came up with at the core.  He would enroll in YouthBuild, a construction training program which would also allow him to get his GED.  Brian had heard about the program though one of his sisters. 

But change did not come easy for Brian. At YouthBuild, Brian was almost expelled for fighting.  But again, he maintained support from his family and social worker.  Brian's YouthBuild counselor, Deidre Eckhart, also went to bat for him and persuaded the YouthBuild staff to reenroll him. She succeeded and Brian resumed the program.  

Through YouthBuild, Brian was able to bring his grade point average up to a 3.3 from 0.4.  Andrew DelGado, the program president, says that the average youth improves scholastically by at least two grades.  The school believes that the young people must take responsibility for their own life, family, the program and their community.  YouthBuild also expects the graduates to give back to the community with 900 hours donated to Americorp.  

Brian eventually became a star student, graduating in June 2004. He emancipated from foster care a month later, moved into transitional housing and is now interviewing for construction jobs.

Brian is also working on his other passion, rap music. He’s written songs chronicling the tremendous challenges, disappointments and sadness of his life.  “I always wanted to be different in life,” says Brian.  “I always wanted to succeed, but I got off track for a few years. Now I’m back on track.”
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