
 

 

 



 

 

Table of Contents 

Executive Summary ....................................................................................................................................... i 

History and Context ..................................................................................................................................... 1 

Department of Probation (DOP) ............................................................................................................... 1 

Development of the NeONs ...................................................................................................................... 2 

Development of NeON Arts ...................................................................................................................... 4 

Benefits of the Arts ................................................................................................................................... 5 

Youth Development and the Arts ......................................................................................................... 5 

Art as a Conduit to Serve Justice-Involved Youth ................................................................................. 6 

Culture and Social Well-Being in NYC ................................................................................................... 7 

Program Description .................................................................................................................................. 10 

Program Model ....................................................................................................................................... 10 

Target Population................................................................................................................................ 10 

Staffing ................................................................................................................................................ 10 

Projects and Cycles ............................................................................................................................. 10 

Community Leadership ....................................................................................................................... 11 

Youth Leadership ................................................................................................................................ 11 

Program Goals ......................................................................................................................................... 13 

Evaluation Methods ................................................................................................................................... 15 

Evaluation Background ........................................................................................................................... 15 

Evaluation Activities ................................................................................................................................ 15 

Observations ....................................................................................................................................... 15 

Interviews and Focus Groups .............................................................................................................. 16 

Needs Assessment .............................................................................................................................. 16 

Attendance Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 16 

Youth Surveys ...................................................................................................................................... 16 

Analysis ................................................................................................................................................... 17 

  

file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063711
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063712
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063720
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063728


 

Implementation Findings ........................................................................................................................... 19 

What is the nature and quality of NeON Arts implementation?............................................................. 19 

Project Selection ..................................................................................................................................... 19 

Project Selection Strengths ................................................................................................................. 22 

Project Selection Challenges ............................................................................................................... 24 

Participant Recruitment .......................................................................................................................... 24 

Recruitment Successes ....................................................................................................................... 25 

Recruitment Challenges ...................................................................................................................... 25 

Workshops .............................................................................................................................................. 25 

Workshop Successes ........................................................................................................................... 26 

Workshop Challenges ......................................................................................................................... 27 

Attendance/Participation ....................................................................................................................... 28 

Attendance Challenges ....................................................................................................................... 29 

Final Events ............................................................................................................................................. 30 

Final Event Strengths .......................................................................................................................... 30 

Final Event Challenges ........................................................................................................................ 31 

Outcome Findings ....................................................................................................................................... 32 

What effect does NeON Arts have on participant outcomes and on broader systems 

and communities? ................................................................................................................................ 32 

EngagementτTrying Something New and Persisting ............................................................................ 32 

Youth/Participants .............................................................................................................................. 32 

Community .......................................................................................................................................... 38 

Government/Arts & Cultural Organizations ....................................................................................... 39 

RelationshipsτMaking New or Deepening Connections ....................................................................... 40 

Youth/Participants .............................................................................................................................. 40 

Community .......................................................................................................................................... 42 

Government/Arts & Cultural Organizations ....................................................................................... 43 

Internal ReflectionτGrowth & Broadened Perspectives ....................................................................... 44 

Youth/Participants .............................................................................................................................. 44 

Community .......................................................................................................................................... 47 

Government/Arts & Cultural Organizations ....................................................................................... 48 

  

file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063737
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063738
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063753
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063754
file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063754


 

Technical Appendix .................................................................................................................................... 53 

Evaluation Questions .......................................................................................................................... 53 

Observations ....................................................................................................................................... 54 

Interviews and Focus Groups .............................................................................................................. 56 

Needs Assessment .............................................................................................................................. 58 

Attendance Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 58 

Youth Surveys ...................................................................................................................................... 59 

Analysis ................................................................................................................................................... 60 

Qualitative ........................................................................................................................................... 60 

Quantitative ........................................................................................................................................ 60 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/nicol/Dropbox/Metis/Final%20Report%20Draft%202_6.5.18%20NLL.docx%23_Toc516063767


 

 

i 

 

 

Independent evaluators, Westat and Metis Associates, conducted an implementation and outcomes 

study of NeON Arts, a free program of the Neighborhood Opportunity Network (NeON). NeON Arts 

offers young people in seven New York City communities the chance to explore the arts through a 

variety of creative projects aimed at helping them to establish positive peer relationships and to develop 

important social and career skills. The evaluation, which was conducted from December 2016 to June 

2018, included the collection and analysis of both qualitative and quantitative data. This summary 

provides information about the history and context that led to the development of the NeONs and 

NeON Arts, a description of NeON Arts programming, an explanation of the evaluation design, a review 

of implementation and outcome findings, and recommendations for program improvement. 

History and Context 

Since 2011, the NYC Department of Probation (DOP) has undergone significant organizational cultural 

change, shifting from a punitive, deficit-based model to a more holistic, strengths-based model. Through 

the process of brainstorming ways to better deliver resources to their clients in the neighborhoods in 

which they reside, DOP mapped the 

neighborhoods in which their clients 

lived in order to determine where 

resources were needed. They found 

that there were seven NYC 

neighborhoods that had the highest 

concentrations of probation clients 

since the 1970s: Bedford-Stuyvesant, 

Brooklyn; Brownsville, Brooklyn; East 

New York, Brooklyn; Harlem, 

Manhattan; South Jamaica, Queens; 

North Shore, Staten Island; and the 

South Bronx. As these 

neighborhoods experienced high 

rates of incarceration, resources 

were often deployed to the 

communities in which the prisons 

were located, leaving these seven 

neighborhoods depleted of vital 

services. Based on this information, 

the Neighborhood Opportunity Network (NeON) took shape, and NeONs were established as resource 

hubs in each of these seven communities, as shown in the map above. 

Executive Summary 
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In order to ensure that the NeONs are responsive to community needs, NeON stakeholder groups, 

comprised of local probation officers, community-based organization representatives, and other 

community members, were formed at each site to lead decision-making for the NeON in their 

neighborhoods. In addition to the array of new educational, employment, and health programs offered 

to communities through the NeONs, DOP was interested in creating opportunities for clients and other 

community members to 

participate in arts 

programming, which had 

been lacking in these 

neighborhoods. DOP was 

aware of a growing body 

of research 

demonstrating the 

positive effects of the 

arts for justice-involved 

youth (e.g., Clawson and 

Coolbaugh, 2001, 

Catterall, 2012)); though 

this research was still in 

the gestational phase,1 

DOP believed that their 

own clients could benefit 

from arts programming. 

DOP had built a 

relationship with /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ IŀƭƭΩǎ ²Ŝƛƭƭ aǳǎƛŎ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊǘǎ 

programming, and they knew that Carnegie Hall was deeply committed to advancing social justice 

through a strengths-based approach to arts education; thus, Carnegie Hall proved an ideal partner for 

this new arts initiative.  

Program Description 

NeON Arts aims to support the social, emotional, and creative development of individuals in under-

resourced communities. It also aims to support the communities themselves, by funding local artists and 

arts organizations to deliver high quality arts programming. Furthermore, this initiative strives to foster 

environments where youth and adults alike feel comfortable expressing themselves, taking creative 

risks, and developing deeper relationships with each other. 

 
1
 Since the inception of NeON Arts, other research has been published demonstrating the compelling benefits of 
the arts and cultural programming for whole communities (Stern & Seifert, 2017), and the Office of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention has included a relevant literature review in their Model Programs Guide. 
However, more research is needed to determine the range of outcomes for youth participating in arts 
programming like NeON Arts. 
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While the target population for NeON Arts is youth ages 16-24, all community members are invited to 

participate in the arts programming. NeON Arts offers three cycles of projects each year, with each cycle 

lasting approximately eight to 12 weeks and serving approximately 15 young people and other 

community members. The process is overseen by the NeON stakeholder groups, ensuring that the 

projects selected are best suited to their communities. Since its inception in 2013, NeON Arts has 

offered projects related to visual arts, film, spoken and written poetry, music, and dance, as well as 

many other forms. Each cycle ends with an individual and/or a citywide final event. The figure on the 

previous page provides a graphic display of the projects that were offered in each of the seven NeON 

sites during the three project cycles that occurred over the course of the evaluation period. 

Evaluation Methods 

Westat and Metis Associates, two independent research and evaluation firms, were contracted to 

develop an evaluation that would assess the implementation of NeON Arts and the effects of the 

initiative on young people, the communities served by the program, and the government and other 

agencies involved in the program. The evaluation, which took place between December 2016 and June 

2018, utilized a variety of methods to gain information and perspective from those involved in NeON 

Arts: 

¶ Observations of seven workshops, five meetings, three final events, and one open house; 

¶ Interviews with ten NeON Arts partners, seven artists, and two project staff; 

¶ Two stakeholder focus groups and five youth focus groups; and 

¶ Three types of youth participant surveys. 

With the goal of ensuring youth voice throughout the evaluation design and execution, the evaluation 

team worked with a Youth Advisory Group (YAG) comprised of youth who were deeply familiar with 

NeON Arts and could offer their knowledge and perspective to the evaluation. 

Implementation Findings 

Overall, the evaluation found that NeON Arts has been successful in offering a diverse range of artistic 

experiences for young people who may not have had these types of learning opportunities available to 

them in the past. The program has also been intentional in ensuring that it is community led. Youth and 

stakeholder group voices guide the selection and implementation of projects during each cycle, ensuring 

that the programming meets the needs and interests of the community. Workshops were observed to 

be highly engaging, providing opportunities for participants to express themselves, learn new skills, and 

take creative risks in warm, collaborative, and safe spaces. Moreover, final events have allowed young 

people to engage with others from across the city, to share their work with their communities, and to 

experience the value of their voices as they perform in historic NYC venues.  

Importantly, NeON Arts provides opportunities for young people and adults to work together on 

creative projects. For example, probation officers were observed participating in workshop activities 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǎƛǘŜǎΦ Lƴ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŀǊǘΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ 
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developing community, fostering deepened relationships between youth and adults, and reducing 

stigma surrounding justice-involved youth. 

Notwithstanding the key successes described above, the evaluation identified challenges to 

implementation of NeON Arts. Perhaps most importantly, some NeON Arts projects have struggled to 

recruit and maintain young people in the target population. While some projects have met their 

recruitment and attendance targets easily, other projects have had trouble recruiting participants 

and/or maintaining their regular attendance. Along these lines, recruitment responsibilities across sites 

were found to vary. Some stakeholders expressed that not all stakeholders are involved in outreach, and 

some artists felt overburdened by the responsibility to both run their projects and recruit youth. 

Other challenges in implementing workshops that were reported and observed through the evaluation 

include the limitation of a short cycle length; difficulty securing, transporting, and storing equipment; 

and occasional communication and organization issues. Moreover, it was found that several of the 

projects have been repeated across multiple sites and over multiple cycles. This has presented some 

clear advantages (such as the opportunity to offer popular projects to more young people and to 

deepen and expand the work each cycle); however, it also may reduce the options available to young 

people with other interests. This challenge is closely related to potential capacity limitations of smaller, 

local organizations to carry out the work of NeON Arts. The projects offered through NeON Arts are 

often delivered by organizations based outside of the neighborhoods instead of by local organizations. 

Outcome Findings 

This evaluation identified three key outcome themes that were evident across all participant groups: 

Engagement, Relationships, and Internal Change. 

Engagement 

Though some youth were initially skeptical about participating in NeON Arts, many grew to truly 

appreciate the experience, the environment, and the relationships they built through the program. They 

noted enjoying performing, visiting new places, and completing projects, and they explained that these 

opportunities are rarely available to them outside of NeON Arts. These projects also helped youth 

identify talents that were previously untapped. While attendance remains a challenge, some youth are 

deeply committed to their projects, even visiting the DOP office on days they are not required to report. 

This level of arts engagement requires youth to take creative risks and be willing to make mistakes, and 

NeON Arts has provided a safe atmosphere which allows for creative risk-taking. In addition to creating 

meaningful art, youth have gained marketable skills, such as time management, communication skills, 

discipline, self-control, leadership skills, and teamwork. 

Community members, DOP, and other organizations have also demonstrated commitment to NeON 

Arts. Stakeholders and NeON Arts partners each meet regularly and are generally dedicated to ensuring 

high quality arts programming that meets the needs of their communities. Importantly, adults from 

these organizations participate in workshops alongside youth, necessitating their own creative risk-

taking and vulnerability, and adults are therefore able to model these behaviors for youth. This 
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willingness to actively engage with youth through NeON Arts demonstrates to youth that these adults 

care about them as people and acknowledge their value. Similarly, the evaluation team participated in 

some workshop activities and utilized research methods that were novel for the evaluation team and 

partner organizations, such as the use of a YAG, and this, too, required risk-taking. 

Relationships 

Youth participants reported that they have not only met new people across the city through final events 

and project activities, but they have built strong bonds with the other youth at their sites. Some young 

ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŜŜǊǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀǎ άŦŀƳƛƭȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ 

stakeholders described sensitive situations in which the participants had demonstrated high levels of 

support for each other. Young people indicated that they appreciated their interactions with people of 

varying personalities and backgrounds, and they recognized that getting along with different kinds of 

people is an important life skill. Similarly, youth participants have built new or deepened relationships 

with adultsτparticularly with their probation officers, with whom they are now able to interact in a 

unique context. While some youth expected to be judged by others at NeON Arts, they soon discovered 

that NeON Arts offers a supportive and nonjudgmental atmosphere where they can feel comfortable 

expressing themselves. 

Similarly, probation officers and other community members have benefited from these deepened 

relationships with youth, as they have positively altered their perceptions of youth. Probation officers in 

particular are able to build more positive professional relationships with their clients by creating art 

together in a more relaxed setting than the context in which they typically interact. Other adults visiting 

bŜhb !Ǌǘǎ ǿƻǊƪǎƘƻǇǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀrily know who is on probation and who is not, allowing them to see 

youth for who they are without attaching a stigma. Additionally, NeON Arts has helped community 

members, partner organizations, and the evaluation team to make connections with each other, 

building a web of resources that can be drawn from in serving communities.  

Internal Change 

The evaluation gathered data on the myriad ways in which youth had emotionally benefited from their 

participation in NeON Arts. Young people learned more about themselves, and became more confident 

in expressing their thoughts and emotions, both verbally and creatively. As they grew to understand the 

value they could contribute to the world, they felt more hopeful for their futures and began considering 

careers they could create that would capitalize on their passions. Through NeON Arts, some young 

people identified talents they had not known they had, and they learned to take initiative in reaching 

their goals. Importantly, stakeholders explained that NeON Arts provided a platform for participants to 

freely express themselves and consider new possibilities for their lives. 

As community members and DOP staff were able to build new relationships through NeON Arts, they 

expressed gaining broadened perspective regarding probation clients and other young people in the 

community. According to data gathered through this evaluation, this new perspective has changed the 

way they relate to youth, allowing them to more effectively meet their needs. Moreover, the evaluation 

found that interactions between community members and DOP through NeON Arts has changed the 
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way community members perceive DOP, and community members now feel more comfortable visiting 

the NeONs to access resources. 

In turn, NeON Arts partners have continued ǘƻ ƳƻŘƛŦȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ b¸/Ωǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ 

As they have observed positive effects of NeON Arts for the people they serve, DOP reports inspiration 

to create other kinds of programs that will further their efforts to bring community members together. 

Carnegie Hall program staff and administrators reported that NeON Arts has helped generate 

conversations regarding their own organizational culture, and they are considering ways they can 

continue to create opportunities for young people to grow. Moreover, the evaluation team has gained 

new perspective on the potential of active and intensive YAGs to strengthen evaluation design.  

Summary and Recommendations 

Overall, the evaluation found that NeON Arts is a powerful program with strong potential to impact 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 5ŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ 

ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƭŜǾŜƭǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ 

individuals. Moreover, the evaluation found that NeON Arts had parallel impacts on all participant 

groups involved, including community members, staff from arts organizations, and staff from the 

primary partner agencies and organizations, including evaluators. At its heart, NeON Arts brings people 

together through the collaborative and creative artistic process. Moreover, it provides a strong model 

for how the arts can be used to reduce stigma and increase understanding between individuals, 

organizations, and agencies.  

Recommendations 

¶ In order to foster greater participation of smaller, local arts organizations, the program should 

consider partnering smaller arts organizations with larger, more experienced ones.  

¶ Additionally, the program may consider making artist presentations a required part of the 

applications, as programs that do not participate in these tend not to be selected.  

¶ In order to better ensure variety of arts offerings at sites, consider instituting a framework that 

encourages sites implement all major art forms over the course of a 1-2 year period. 

¶ Clarify the roles for adults in workshops to ensure the quality and nature of their engagement. 

¶ Provide additional opportunities for cross-site collaboration, both during final culminating events, 

as well as outside of them.  

¶ Examine reasons why young people choose not to participate or not to continue in the program.  

¶ Conduct deeper investigation into projects that successfully recruit and retain their youth and 

allow opportunity for them to share their best practices with other artists and organizations. 
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We love to grow. So what you gotta do is just give 

us an opportunity to step foot into growth.  

-YAG member  
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NeON Arts programming was developed in the context of major changes in the organizational culture of 

the New York City Department of Probation (DOP), in conjunction with a body of research 

demonstrating the positive outcomes of youth and communities steeped in arts education. This section 

provides background information to better understand the program in the context in which it emerged. 

Department of Probation (DOP) 

In 2011, under the leadership of a newly appointed Commissioner, 

DOP began to undergo major strategic changes that have now 

spanned two New York City Mayoral Administrations. In a climate 

where 16-year-olds in New York were tried as adults, and DOP staff 

were armed with firearms and arrest power, DOP was not viewed 

favorably in many communities. The agency recognized a need to 

modify some of its practices and redefine the purpose of the 

organization. While DOP had always tried to connect clients with 

resources, DOP now undertook a large-scale organizational cultural 

change moving from its perceived role as a punitive arm of law 

enforcement to a role that included a more social work-like approach 

of helping to empower people on probation as they sought to change 

their lives. As one of the steps in creating this cultural change, staff 

from outside of DOP who brought unique perspectives and 

background in providing direct services to justice-involved youth, 

involvement in policy work, and national work on racial disparities across the country were brought on 

board to work together with DOP veteran employees.  

According to staff at DOP, discussions at the agency at this time focused on cultural changes, which 

ranged from redefining agency goals to more subtle but powerful shifts, such as referring to the 

individuals on probation whom they served as άŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΣέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ άƻŦŦŜƴŘŜǊǎέ ƻǊ άǇǊƻōŀǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΦέ ¢ƘŜƛǊ 

work focused on building relationships with the individuals and communities they serviced, as well as 

justice reinvestment, the notion that some funding should be diverted away from incarceration and 

policing costs and used instead to improve communities.  

DOP began shifting its focus to the reduction of stigma surrounding probation and utilizing a strengths-

based, rather than deficits-based, approach. To that end, DOP renovated its existing DOP offices to 

make them feel less like government offices and more like welcoming resource hubs, reflecting their 

appreciation of probation clients as individuals with promise. Waiting room seats that had previously 

been bolted to the floors were replaced with ŎƻƭƻǊŦǳƭ ōŜƴŎƘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΩǎ ǎǘŀŦŦ ŎƘƻǎŜ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ŎƻƭƻǊǎ 

to paint the walls. Changes in the office design were representative of a larger DOP cultural shift toward 

empowering clients and restoring relationships in the communities they served.  

ά²Ŝ ǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ƻǳǊ ǊƻƭŜ ǘƻ 
one [in which] we were 
there to help prevent 
people from going any 
farther into the system by 
providing them with 
supports and services and 
skills and opportunities. 
That was a major culture 
ǎƘƛŦǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΦέ 
 
-NeON Arts Partner 

History and Context 
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Development of the NeONs 

During the 1970s, a group of prisoners at Greenhaven 

tǊƛǎƻƴ ƛƴ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ŀ ά¢Ƙƛƴƪ ¢ŀƴƪΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

prisoners met to brainstorm prison policy reform (Clines, 

1992). The Think Tank, led by then-prisoner Eddie Ellis, 

uncovered that three-ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΩǎ ǇǊƛǎƻƴ 

population hailed from seven NYC neighborhoods: 

Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn; Brownsville, Brooklyn; 

East New York, Brooklyn; Harlem, Manhattan; South Jamaica, Queens; North Shore, Staten Island2; and 

the South Bronx.  

Forty years later, in order to identify the communities with the 

greatest need for resources, DOP mapped out the home addresses of 

their probation clients and identified the seven NYC neighborhoods 

with the highest concentrations of people on probation. Notably, 

these seven neighborhoods were the same ones that had been 

experiencing this phenomenon since the 1970s. DOP believed that a 

major factor contributing to this issue was that clients were 

sometimes incarcerated at 

detention centers outside of 

their neighborhoods and the 

resources were thus located in 

these neighborhoods, leaving 

their home communities 

depleted and perpetuating the 

high rates of justice involvement. As DOP was aware of where 

most of their clients lived, they brainstormed strategies for 

delivering imperative services to the communities so they could 

serve clients where they reside. DOP staff attended local 

community board meetings in order to hear the needs that 

community members were expressing, which provided insight to 

DOP as they considered resources that they could offer these 

communities. Through this process, the concept of the 

Neighborhood Opportunity Network (NeON) was developed. 

 
2
 The Clines (1992) article lists the Lower East Side rather than Staten Island. 

ά²Ŝ ǎŜǘ ǳǇ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎǇŀŎŜǎ ƴƻǘ 
just as probation offices in the 
neighborhoods, but as a space 
where people could come 
locally and connect right there 
to services, resources, and 
opportunities that previously 
tǊƻōŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 
ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎΦέ 
 
-NeON Arts Partner 

ά/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǊŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 
than the worst of their 
statistics, and therefore it 
was important for us to 
contribute to the well-
being of a community, 
rather than just address 
ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΦέ 
 
-NeON Arts Partner 

The Three Pillars of NeONs  

¶ Network of quality opportunities  

¶ Client-probation interaction 

¶ Community engagement  
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NeON offices aim to create 

opportunities in neighborhoods and 

to build safety nets of partnerships 

and resources that individuals can 

continue to access after their 

probation ends. The NeONs are 

structured such that the person on 

probation is at the center of a web of 

strengths- and skills-based resources, 

such as mentoring, service learning, 

and skill-building opportunities. As 

such, beginning in 2011, DOP 

instituted NeONs in the seven 

neighborhoods they had previously 

identified (see Figure 1). While all 

NeONs are co-located with 

community-based organizations, 

three NeONs are housed in dedicated 

DOP offices, and four are in separate 

spaces co-located with community-

based organizations. As NeONs were meant to be seen as a philosophical approach rather than as 

discrete physical locations, part-time satellite offices were set up to allow clients who live outside of the 

main catchment areas to meet with their probation officers more easily. These locations made it easy 

for local community members to access resources and for probation clients to report to their probation 

officers without having to travel to a courthouse. The physical presence of the NeONs within 

communities was imperative for DOP to gain a deeper familiarity with the community and to begin to 

develop relationships with local service providers. In order to ensure that community members felt a 

sense of ownership and respect throughout the implementation of the NeONs, a stakeholder group of 

community members was formed at each NeON to lead decision-making at their respective sites and 

collaborate in serving the community (see p. 12 for more information). Ultimately, DOP hoped to shift 

the power dynamics and to create more client-centered relationships. 

In the interest of wholly supporting these seven communities, DOP felt it was important to ensure the 

access of NeON resources to all community members, rather than just probation clients. While fiscal 

resources were initially limited, DOP was able to build the NeONs by leveraging existing relationships 

ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΦ ¢ƘŜƛǊ ǊŜŎŜƛǇǘ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¸ƻǳƴƎ aŜƴΩǎ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ3 

drastically improved their ability to develop a range of new educational, employment, and health 

programs for probation clients and communities.  

 
3
 ¢ƘŜ ¸ƻǳƴƎ aŜƴΩǎ LƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ό¸aLύ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǳƴŎƘŜŘ ƛƴ нлмм ŀǎ ŀ ǇǳōƭƛŎ-private partnership with the goal of increasing 
opportunities for young black and Latino men and reducing the disparities among young men of color. YMI takes 
a holistic approach to youth development, focusing on bolstering success in domains ranging from health to 
justice. 

Figure 1: NeON Sites 
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Development of NeON Arts 

As part of its revised strategic approach, DOP was committed to bringing arts experiences to its young 

people. The agency had previously implemented an arts program for youth who had been arrested for 

graffiti called Paint Straight and were interested in further utilizing the arts as a form of therapy for their 

younger clients. Further, they saw the value in partnering with an arts organization to most effectively 

Ǌƻƭƭ ƻǳǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀǊǘǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜΦ 5ht ƘŀŘ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ IŀƭƭΩǎ ²Ŝƛƭƭ 

Music Institute (WMI) through a song-writing workshops in the Bronx 

and Harlem NeONs from 2011-нлмоΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ 5ht ƪƴŜǿ ƻŦ /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ IŀƭƭΩǎ 

commitment to utilizing the arts as a conduit to advance social justice 

and as a vehicle for creative youth development using a strength-based 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘΦ /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ IŀƭƭΩǎ ǾƛǎƛƻƴŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ 

programs reach more than half a million people each year in NYC and 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇǎΦ /ŀǊƴŜƎƛŜ IŀƭƭΩǎ 

programs are driven by the values of artistry, community, and equity, 

extending artistic opportunities as broadly as possibleτparticularly 

where there are personal or systemic obstacles that create barriers to 

the development of self-expression. Carnegie Hall has demonstrated 

commitment to serving justice-involved individuals through its 

programs. In addition to songwriting workshops with young people on probation, Carnegie Hall had 

worƪŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ƧǳǾŜƴƛƭŜ ŘŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

placement facilities, and had implemented the Lullaby Project at Rikers Island and a music residency at 

Sing Sing Correctional Facility.  

To support advocacy on behalf of the arts in justice settings, Carnegie Hall also commissioned research 

by experts in the field. In 2012, Carnegie Hall partnered with the Vera Institute of Justice to explore how 

youth in the justice system are connecting to the abundance of arts resources in NYC and published a 

literature review with arts education research firm WolfBrown. In 2014, Carnegie Hall produced a report 

funded by the National Endowment for the Arts on the potential of music programs for young people in 

justice settings. 

At the same time DOP was thinking about expanding arts programming in the NeONs, Carnegie Hall and 

other NYC arts organizations were meeting to discuss collective impact strategies for arts and juvenile 

justice work across the city. DOP saw value in partnering with Carnegie Hall to leverage the 

ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘŜǊ ŀ ƴŜǿ ŀǊǘǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ŎƛǘȅǿƛŘŜΦ 

Moreover, Carnegie Hall and DOP were interested in implementing a model that was not already 

established in the fieldτfunding for citywide arts programming distributed to many individual artists 

and arts organizations, overseen by a partnership between a city law enforcement agency and a cultural 

institution. NeON Arts was thus launched in 2013, supported in part by funding from the Open Society 

Foundations through YMI.  

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛŘŜŀ 
percolating that more 
could be done in 
alignment with what we 
were trying to accomplish 
with NeONs in the arena 
ƻŦ ŀǊǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦέ 
 
-NeON Arts Partner 
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Benefits of the Arts 

The development of NeON Arts was built on more than an assumption that the arts could prove deeply 

beneficial for young people and their communities; research in this area has shown that arts education 

has positive effects on risk-taking, collaboration, opportunities for success, academic test scores, crime 

rates, and several other outcomes. The following section provides a brief summary of this research. 

Youth Development and the Arts 

The arts have long been used as powerful tools to connect and engage with young people (Catterall, 

2012; Martin, et al., 2013). Researchers have pointed out several aspects of the arts that demonstrate 

their conduciveness to positive growth and development, particularly among youth, who are actively 

forging their identities and understandings of their places in society (Taylor, 2005; Catterall, 2012). 

NeON Arts was based on the following characteristics of arts programming as demonstrated in a 

research study commissioned by Carnegie Hall (Wolf & Wolf, 2012): 

¶ Collaborative. Engaging in the arts, particularly those that involve performance, is 

fundamentally social in nature. Youth have an opportunity to experience the powerful feeling of 

group membership and are presented with opportunities to develop peer relationships. 

Moreover, the arts provide a key model of the power that their individual decisions can have on 

overall group outcomes (Wolf & Wolf, 2012).  

¶ Creative risk-taking. Past research has emphasized the importance of risk in human 

development. As Matarasso (1997) points out, άRisk is fundamental to the human condition and 

learning to live with it is a pre-ǊŜǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ όǇΦ рфύΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

individuals with opportunities to try things they may never have engaged in before. Moreover, 

they require individuals to take risks emotionally, as they allow themselves to be exposed and 

vulnerable. This has the potential to be particularly impactful when others around them are 

similarly vulnerable, and has been considered a key reason why the arts are beneficial for 

developing strong relationships (Wolf & Wolf, 2012).  

¶ Opportunities to be successful. By their nature, the arts encourage expression and are accepting 

of differences. They have been highlighted for their potential to allow opportunity for 

individuals to escape prior experiences of failure or exclusion (Wolf & Wolf, 2012). Individuals 

are given opportunity to make their own decisions, take ownership, and to link their feelings of 

success with a purposeful activity (Wolf & Wolf, 2012). This may allow individuals to identify 

skills or talents that they did not know they had, having never been given the chance to try 

them. Importantly, some programs, such as NeON Arts, allow youth to design their own 

exhibitions and performancesτa component that is considered best practice in arts 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƘŜƭǇǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ό/ŀǊǊƻƭƭΣ нллтύ ŀƴŘ 

demonstrates the importance of art in the community (Ruiz, 2010). 

¶ Skill development. Engagement in the arts may allow youth to acquire new skills in an art form. 

Moreover, when the development of new skills is coupled with both high expectations and a 

supportive environment, the experience may not only increase their focus and self-confidence 
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levels but also provide them with marketable skills (Wolf & Wolf, 2012). Indeed, research 

identifying best practices in arts programming has shown that hands-on arts instruction 

facilitates a more personal connection with the activity, which supports skill development 

(Carroll, 2007). 

¶ Positive adult relationships. ¢ƘŜ ŀǊǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŎǊŜŘƛǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ άǎǇŀŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ 

ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƭȅέ ό²ƻƭŦ ϧ ²ƻƭŦΣ нлмнΣ ǇΦ пмύΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

adults who work with them to see and experience each other in new ways. Adults may notice 

talents and characteristics in youth that they would not have believed to exist previously. 

Likewise, youth may perceive adults in a less authoritative and more vulnerable manner. 

Effectively, individualsτregardless of their ageτare humanized (Arts Council England, 2006; 

Clawson and Coolbaugh, 2001). 

Given these key characteristics of arts programming, it is perhaps not surprising that they have been 

associated with such skills as better collaboration, cooperation, and communication (Groves & Huber, 

2003; Taylor, 2005); higher self-confidence and self-esteem (Caterall, Chapleau, & Iwanaga, 1999; 

Martin, et al., 2013; Rickard, et al., 2013); improved concentration and task completion (Posner & 

Patoine, 2009); increased coping skills and reduced anger (Groves & Huber, 2003); and better attitudes 

toward and relationships with adults (Elpus, 2013). This field of research has continued to grow since the 

establishment of NeON Arts, and recent studies have corroborated previous findings demonstrating the 

benefits of art for young people overall (Kim, 2015; Rhodes, Schechter, 2014; Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, 

Schneider, & Shernoff, 2014). Moreover, while these outcomes have been observed for all youth, there 

may be particular benefits to youth at risk of justice-involvement. 

Art as a Conduit to Serve Justice-Involved Youth 

Youth in justice settings are in the process of developing, just as any other adolescent, and therefore 

would be expected to experience the same benefits as those outside the justice system. Research on 
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arts programs in criminal justice has found that arts projectsτparticularly those that involve trust, 

reflection, and tapping into alternative learning stylesτhave poǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ 

engagement, self-regulation, self-concepts, and academic achievement (Miles and Clarke, 2006; 

Catterall, 2012). Other research has focused on the benefits of the arts to justice-ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ȅƻǳǘƘΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-

esteem (Anderson & Overy, 2010; Djurichkovic, 2011; Ezell & Levy, 2003; Hughes, 2005). One evaluation 

of several arts-based prevention programs found that a higher percentage of youth exhibited self-

regulation skills such as task completion and anger expression after program participation, leading the 

evaluators to conclude that these arts programs may have provided protective factors for young people 

at risk of offending (Clawson & Coolbaugh, 2001). Reviews of arts-based juvenile justice programs across 

the United States, the United Kingdom, 

Australia, and New Zealand found similar 

outcomes in self-regulation skills, particularly 

in inhibiting aggression and anger 

(Djurichkovic, 2011; Hughes, 2005). Further 

studies have found that justice-involved 

youth and those at risk of justice 

involvement increase their educational 

attainment after participation (Anderson & 

Overy, 2010; Hughes, 2005) and improve 

their relationships with their guardians 

(Hughes, 2005). Importantly, further 

research following the implementation of 

NeON Arts has found that the number of arts organizations that are serving youth in juvenile justice 

settings is on the rise, and arts programming has been shown to reduce antisocial behaviors in justice-

involved youth (Wolf & Holochwost, 2016). Notably, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention (OJJDP) has included a literature review on the benefits of arts programming for at-risk youth 

in their Model Programs Guide, signifying the acknowledgement within the criminal justice field of the 

value of the arts. It should be noted, however, that arts programming for justice-involved youth is still in 

its gestational phase, and more research, such as the current study on NeON Arts, is needed to further 

elucidate the potential benefits of these initiatives.  

Culture and Social Well-Being in NYC 

A major goal of NeON Arts is to positively affect whole communities by offering arts programming at no 

cost to participants. Indeed, recent research has demonstrated the benefits of the arts for communities 

in NYC. In 2017, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania 

completed a two-year study that documented the cultural ecosystems 

ƻŦ b¸/Ωǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊƘƻƻŘǎΣ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǿŜƭƭ-being of individuals 

within NYC, and explored the connections between culture and well-

being through a series of neighborhood studies (Stern & Seifert, 2017). 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the authors found vast discrepancies in the 

cultural resources across neighborhoods. More affluent neighborhoods, 

Economically poorer neighborhoods that are 
rich in cultural resources experience: 

¶ άмп ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘ ǊŜŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ 

investigations of child abuse and neglect. 

¶ 5 percent reduction in obesity. 

¶ 18 percent increase in kids scoring in the 

top stratum on English Language Arts 

and Math exams, and  

¶ 18 percent reduction in the serious crime 

ǊŀǘŜέ ό{ǘŜǊƴ ϧ {ŜƛŦŜǊǘΣ нлмтΣ ǇΦ оύΦ 

 

ά²ƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ƛƴǾƛǘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
people to the table, be 
prepared for some serious 
ǘǊǳǘƘ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎΦέ 

(Mele, 2017) 
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such as those in Manhattan and western Brooklyn, had rich cultural resources, including concentrated 

and varied non-profits, artists, and cultural participants. Moreover, the authors found that when 

controlling for factors such as economic standing, race, and ethnicity, the presence of cultural resources 

had significant positive impacts on the health of the neighborhood. 

These findings are critically important because they underscore the importance of cultural resources to 

all individuals, and particularly those in lower income neighborhoods, as the strongest connections 

between cultural resources and social well-being are found here. The authors are careful to note that 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŎŀǳǎŀƭΣ ƴƻǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ōŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ άƳŀƎƛŎ ǿŀƴŘΦέ 

Still, it is important to understand the importance of cultural resources in a neighborhood as part of the 

άŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎέ  

(p. 4). 

Moreover, the authors point out encouraging news: there are more clusters of community-based and 

grassroots cultural organizations in low and moderate income neighborhoods than initially might meet 

the eye. Due to their informal nature, they are often undetected when calculating the saturation of 

community-based organizations in neighborhoods. Therefore, these important resources should be 

nurtured and fostered so they may serve more individuals from the communities in which they reside, 

as well as potentially less resourced neighboring communities.  

  



December 2018 9  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

éitõs like stepping into a place where you donõt 

have to feel out of order. You just feel comfortable. 

Everybody treats you the same.  

-Youth  

 








































































































