Former Foster Youth Uses His Struggle to Inspire Others

Alan “Irie” Reyes, a 28-year-old mentoring coach at the All Peoples Christian Church, knows a lot about what it’s like to be in the system and struggle through a difficult childhood.  Irie is part of the Exodus Urban Academy gang intervention program. He now uses his struggles and success in life to inspire and teach middle school and high school continuation school students.  

Reyes speaks to youth on probation and parole and goes to Homeboy Industries and Destiny Girls Academy, a continuation school for girls on a weekly basis to meet with at-risk youth. Reyes is familiar with pain and loss and he said that helps him relate to the youth.  He has lost several family members to gang violence including three cousins in just the past five years alone.

Reyes ended up in foster care when he was six years old.  His mother and father had split up years earlier and his father moved to New York City.  During his early years, Irie was raised by his homeless mother who was addicted to drugs. He entered the foster care system after he and his older brother were caught stealing food because they were hungry. 

“I remember it like it was yesterday,” he said of the day police showed up at a convenience store where he had just stolen candy bars.  “They told us we would be taken to a nice home.”

His foster parents treated the two boys like family.  Reyes remembers those years as happy times.  The couple wanted to adopt the brothers, but custody was eventually returned to their father who wanted to raise the boys in New York.  Reyes’ teen years with his father were tumultuous.  He got kicked out of school, was in and out of jail, selling weed and just “hanging out.”  After returning to Los Angeles, Reyes got involved working with youth first through “Dream Yard” a program that goes into juvenile camps and facilitates poetry sessions.  He turned his life around and found purpose. Since then, Reyes has developed a passion for poetry and music. He has also started his own business selling t-shirts and provided commentary for Youth Radio.  

“One of my ultimate dreams is to have a non-profit and work with foster youth who are emancipated,” he said.

To view Reyes’ poem “Memory Lane” and hear his story in his own words, log on to Youth Radio at http://www.youthradio.org/poetry/kpfa050129_lane.shtml.
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