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es Years from now, we may look back on this time as the Age of
Negligence for lead poisoning.  Although experts know much

about the impact of lead on brain development, society seems to be
doing very little about it.

For example, numerous researchers conclude there are no safe
blood lead levels for children, and that most damage can occur in
a young child who has between 5 and 10 micrograms of lead per
deciliter of blood (!g/dL).  In New Jersey, however, it is only after
a child has been tested and found to have a lead level of 20 !g/dL
(or two consecutive tests at 15 !g/dL) that the state will intervene
and clean up the hazard or relocate the family.

It sounds strange, but it is true ? we are using our children as lead
detectors.  Not until they are poisoned and the damage is done does
an intervention occur.

And the damage can be great.  At high levels, lead causes death.
But even low levels of exposure result in lower IQ, learning 
disabilities, attention deficit disorder, and behavioral problems. It
takes less lead dust than fits in a packet of sugar, ingested over
time, to poison a child and forever alter his or her future.

Where does lead come from? Older homes with chipping or peel-
ing lead paint or invisible dust from the friction of window sashes
or doors opening and closing.  At times, the lead comes from the
back yard, where lead levels are high from exterior paint that has
fallen on the ground, or from former industrial processes nearby.

Over the last year, Isles’ Healthy Homes Initiative trained 34 com-
munity residents to become Lead Sampling Technicians.  This “each
one teach one” approach gives newly certified trainers  gloves, wipes,
test tubes, tape, and other tools to test for lead in neighbors’ homes.
Through this project, homes with high lead levels are identified.  We
then work with city officials and the landlord to correct unsafe lead
conditions before a child is poisoned.  

More than fifty family members attended the Career
Center’s first Back to School Night.

Isles is working with the City of Trenton to redevelop Roberto
Clemente Park. On October 21, an international team of senior 
executives from the Wyeth Corporation joined Isles YouthBuild
trainees to construct a new Children’s Garden to educate children
about the environment. At the end of the day, children from the
Puerto Rican Day Care Center came to admire the new garden
(below), which has new trees, tables, a bamboo grove, a place to
grow vegetables and flowers, and a farm stand.

COME CELEBRATE 
THE SPIRIT OF COMMUNITY!

Friday, 
December 2, 2005

5:00 pm • Maxine’s 2
Proceeds from the evening will support the Parents

Empowering Parents (PEP) program. 
For more information, please call Wendy Browne 

at 609.341.4716.
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NEW TRUSTEE PROFILE
ZERLINA MCKINNEY
Raising a Family,
Improving a City

“This is my city,” said Zerlina
McKinney, an eight year Trenton resident
and the newest member of Isles’ Board of
Trustees, “Working with Isles is a great way
to make it better for my kids.” McKinney
certainly has a stake in Trenton’s future: she
is the mother of six children, ranging in age
from a toddler to a 17 year old.

McKinney got involved with Isles soon
after she and her family arrived in Trenton in
1997, and she became an enthusiastic 
supporter of Isles’ work.  She credits Maxine
Palms, the coordinator of the Parents
Empowering Parents program, with helping
her to manage her family in a more loving
and disciplined way and with introducing
her to the range of Isles’ activities. She
became a homeowner after she graduated
from Isles’ Homebuyers Course in 1998,
something she says “wouldn’t have been
possible without the help of Isles.”

Before too long, McKinney, a repair
clerk at Verizon, decided it was time to give
back.  She was trained to become one of
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Isles’ in-home asthma
counselors.  Helping
other Trenton parents
manage their homes
in ways that allow
their children to
thrive “seemed like
the natural thing to
do, to give back,
because the impact of
my knowledge can be
so great if I share it as
a teacher,” she said.  

Of her seemingly
bottomless store of
energy, Isles President
Marty Johnson said,
“Zerlina did this all as
a single mother with six daughters still at
home. It was only a matter of time before
she was to become one of my bosses!”

Having learned firsthand the transforma-
tive power of good parenting techniques and
sound financial planning, McKinney has a
unique perspective on Isles’ strengths.  As a
resident of the city and mother of six, she is
also attuned to what she considers Isles’ and
Trenton’s biggest challenge: to set the bar
higher and to improve the opportunities

available to youth.
McKinney is sharply aware of the

challenges facing her children as they
grow up in Trenton.  “I hope that I can be
a voice which calls attention to youth
issues,” McKinney said.  “I want my chil-
dren to grow up and raise families here.
Working with Isles is the best way I can
help make Trenton the place where they
can do that.”  

New trustee Zerlina McKinney and her six daughters.

We use many volunteers to help us with
our work.  Fourteen incoming freshmen
from Princeton University Community
Action spent the week before classes
working in community gardens and with
the YouthBuild construction team. Here
are some of their reflections: 

What did you expect from the experience?
Did it meet your expectations?  Was it 
meaningful?
“I expected to just work in a garden.
Instead, I also got to meet some new people
while performing meaningful work.”

“The experience allowed me to see the differ-
ence Isles was making to the neighborhood.  I
learned and saw a lot that helped me to gain an
understanding of the lifestyles and problems
in the area.”  

IN THEIR OWN 
WORDS:Volunteers

“It was nice to be a part of something that
will be home to someone.”  

What did you enjoy most about the 
experience? 
“Learning about how to work with residents
to promote self-reliance, sustainability, and
environmentally-sound development was
very helpful.”

“(Meeting) Mr. Martin Johnson – he was
inspiring and very different from the usual
Princeton alum.”  

“The tour.  It made the problems and issues of
poverty come alive to me. I could feel the
atmosphere and what it might be like to grow
up in a neighborhood of vacated houses,
boarded-up buildings.”

“I enjoyed working with the YouthBuild kids.” 

Ninety high school seniors and 15 teachers and staff from Princeton Day School worked on beautifi-
cation projects in the Old Trenton Neighborhood for their community service day.
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MESSAGE TO OUR FRIENDS
Dear Friends,
One thousand miles and now two months away, what have we learned from Katrina?  At first, many seemed surprised by
New Orleans’ social order and its precarious position in the face of Mother Nature.  It’s almost like we turned over some
stones and found, alas, deep poverty hidden underneath – in the midst of plenty.   

Will the exposure of poverty to middle America bring serious attention to the growing divide between rich and poor?  Time
will tell, but for too many, the discussion has been stale.  The right argues that social programs helped cause the isolation
and suffering, while the left decries cronyism and inadequate investment in the victims and their communities.  

Of course both are partly true.  What we need is a way to imagine a third path, where government steers but doesn’t have
to row.  The work described in this newsletter exemplifies this third path.  Social entrepreneurs – working with involved
communities – find creative ways to foster family self-reliance and healthier communities.

What did Martin Luther King, Jr., Gandhi, Einstein and Jesus have in common?  They loved long walks.  Those that wanted
to talk or be with them were often forced to do it on foot.  They understood the many benefits of walking to the mind, body
and spirit.   

The article “The Spirit Moves” (pg. 4) describes a new approach to promote exercise in Trenton.  Working with faith 
institutions, the City of Trenton, and others, Isles is planning new walking trails in the city.  While a dizzying array of infor-
mation swirls around dieting and obesity in America, it is important to remember that  weight is still controlled by exercise
and eating.  If we can make “moving about” fun, meaningful to the spirit, and part of a community improvement effort, the
benefits will be great.

The dramatic renovation now underway at Roberto Clemente Park in Trenton is an extraordinary team effort, involving
community residents, the City of Trenton, the NJ Department of Environmental Protection, Wyeth Corporation, the 
Garden Clubs of Princeton and Trenton and many others (pg. 1).  Isles is bringing together these players to leverage
major projects for minor relative cost.   

As always, we love to hear what you think about our work. We especially would like to know what you think about our
new logo!  

In community,  

P.S.  Hard to believe, but April of next year marks our 25th anniversary! Stay tuned to our website (www.isles.org) 
for more information about upcoming events . . .

Stakeholders gathered to discuss how to
define and measure the impact of Isles 
programs. The group included new home-
owners, participants of Parents Empowering
Parents, financial literacy, and homebuyer
education programs, city officials, board
members, and funders.
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“More and more grandparents are involved
in raising their children’s children.
Recognizing a need, and building on our
existing parenting program, Isles decided to
develop a program for grandparents,” said
Leontyne Anglin, Manager, Community
Planning and Research. There are 60,000
such caregivers in New Jersey – more than
1400 in the city of Trenton (US Census 2000).
The Parents Empowering Parents (PEP) 
program has provided training and support to
nearly 500 parents in the greater Trenton area
since coming under the Isles umbrella in

PARENTING PROGRAM EXPANDS 
TO REACH GRANDPARENTS

2000. Now Isles is building  on
its success with a new program
called PEP Sr., tailored to the
needs of grandparents.  Using a
peer support group model, PEP
Sr. will help to address issues and
challenges facing grandparents
who find themselves raising chil-
dren once again. Supplemental
workshops will also be offered to
help grandparents find more
resources.  The first PEP Sr. class
is currently under way.

GET THE LEAD OUT
Continued from page 1

To date, Isles has tested 227 homes – primarily rental households with children under age
6 – and we have a long waiting list of more residents seeking home testing.  Nearly 40% of
the homes we tested have unsafe lead levels by US Environmental Protection Agency
standards. This is a small sampling of potentially contaminated older homes in the area,
but as the first study of its kind in the region, we believe these findings represent the scope
of the challenge in older communities.  

Since government and landlords do not have funds to remove all the lead in homes, Isles
is promoting cost effective ways to remove the immediate and acute hazards.  Just replacing
windows and door jambs and other low cost techniques can have a big impact.  (For more
info on lead poisoning and remediation, visit www.hud.gov/offices/lead.)  Unfortunately,
there is now very little funding available for even this cost effective, preventative approach.
As a result, the public will pay for it in other ways, like hospital visits, lowered performance
in schools and special education, and prison costs (inmates have relatively high rates of lead
poisoning).

In the meantime, we are encouraging parents to test children for lead, landlords to apply
for funds to improve their contaminated properties, and city officials to determine if there is
a better, affordable way to inspect properties for lead before more children are poisoned.

88 Above
EPA Standards

138 Below or Equal
 to EPA Standards

226 HOMES TESTED

1 inch equals 0.37 miles

HOMES TESTED for LEAD by ISLES -2005

LEGEND

MERCER COUNTY

Levels Above EPA Standards

Trenton
Mercer County

Levels Below or Equal to 
EPA Standards

Obesity is a significant risk factor for the
top three causes of death in New Jersey–

heart disease, cancer and stroke.  The secret to
weight loss? Eat better and exercise more.
For years, Isles has worked to improve diets
through gardening in the city. We think we’ve
found a fun, cost-effective way to address the
other increasing need, exercise.  

The new Trenton Spirit Walk project will
work with community groups, faith communi-
ties, the school district, government officials,
local health centers and others to create a new
walking loop that connects points of interest in
the community, upgrading the new “trail” with
lighting, signage and other amenities. 

The goal is to create a pleasant, safe, 
community-oriented walking route that will
inspire Trenton residents to exercise more,
improving their health while building 
community. Walking is one of the easiest
ways to exercise, and it is free.  Residents
will use the Trenton Spirit Walk by getting up
off their sofas and stepping outdoors.  

Isles will also partner to promote regular
walking groups, and will organize an annual
“miles for Isles” health walk/run in
Cadwalader Park.  Contact us if you or your
organization would like to be part of the steer-
ing committee to help launch the project.

On September 13th, Isles staff led a group of
transportation planners in a “place-making”
workshop through the Canal Banks section of
Trenton, as part of the New Jersey Department
of Transportation’s Northeast Community
Impact Assessment Conference.  The group
had many suggestions for ways to develop the
Spirit Walk.  These ideas, combined with the
wisdom of community residents, will guide
the design of this trail.  The Robert Wood
Johnson Foundation is supporting this excit-
ing new project.

THE SPIRIT MOVES!



acing – but in the safety of their cabins, non-
threatening – howl of wolves.

Much of the joy of the week was simply in
being away from the hustle and bustle of city
life.  “It was so quiet there – no cars, no
sirens – it made you feel peaceful,” said Tift,
chaperone and AmeriCorps member.  The
sense of peacefulness, nurtured in the shad-
ow of an iconic American landscape, “is
something you can return to in your mind,”
she added.

The surroundings, while visually idyllic,
brought new challenges.  Some in the group
felt a sting of racism while visiting Jackson
Hole, a small tourist town near Trail Lake
Ranch.  Some of the students, who were
African-American, received denigrating
comments when visiting the mostly upper
class, white town.  Hearing these remarks
startled the group.  Campbell said,  “It made
me feel empty.”  

In the end, though, the experience of
racism “brought us closer,” said Hicks.  He
added, “We talked about what it meant, how
we felt about it as a group, and then moved
on.”   Did the experience dampen the
group’s love of Wyoming? To this,
Campbell replied, “Not at all.  There are
ignorant people everywhere.  You just have
to keep your chin up and keep on walking.”

Campbell said, “People in my neighbor-
hood heard about the trip, and they started
asking about YouthBuild and what it’s all
about.  They can see that it takes you
places.”  For Campbell, it already has: she
was offered a job at Trail Lake Ranch for the
summer of 2006.
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“I don’t know why the clouds amazed me,
but they did,” said Shaasia Campbell, one of
five YouthBuild students who traveled in early
July to Wyoming’s Wind River Mountains for
a week of exploration, new experiences, and
some good old-fashioned Western pastimes.  

Over the course of a week the students,
along with chaperones Marty and Liz
Johnson, Matthew Simon, Doris Tift, and
Rukiyah Blackwell, rafted down the Snake
River, saw stars more clearly than anyone
can on the East Coast, spotted exotic wildlife
like the rat-like pika, and hiked for miles and
miles up narrow mountain trails used by
mountain goats.  It was, said trip participant

Demon Hicks, “a whole week of highlights.”
The weeklong trip was a reward for some

of the YouthBuild program’s most dedicated
students.  It was also a chance to see just
how much these young men and women,
none of whom had traveled far away from
Trenton before, could develop in such a rad-
ically different environment. “And you

know what, awareness is one heck of a
thing,” said YouthBuild Director Cledyth
Davis.  “They became aware of a world
totally beyond what they had previously
known, and it shows in their faces.  They are
a little bit wiser.”

The Trail Lake Ranch, a retreat that serves
as an “outdoor classroom” for exploration of
the diverse Rocky Mountain environment,
hosted the group.  Life at Trail Lake Ranch
“couldn’t have been any more different than
life in Trenton,” said Blackwell, an
administrator at YouthBuild and one
of the trip’s chaperones. The air was
clear and free of humidity and pollu-

tion, wide open spaces
stretched out in every
direction, and interesting
wildlife was always in
the picture. It was, as
Campbell said, “a dream
come true.”

The group explored
rock walls that were 
covered with ancient
Native American petro-
glyphs. They fished –
predictably, reports from
the group vary on the
number and size of the
fish caught–saw a rodeo,

watched Fourth of July fireworks, and played
miniature golf.

Stargazing in an environment far from light-
polluted New Jersey left the group in awe.
“We saw shooting stars and the Milky
Way – the whole sky was filled with stars,
nothing like you’d ever see in Trenton,” said
Blackwell.  Nighttime also brought the men-

FOR YOUTHBUILD STUDENTS, “A WHOLE
WEEK OF HIGHLIGHTS” IN WYOMING

Trenton travelers hiking in Wyoming

Shaasia Campbell 

Donta Sanders and Qua-shaun Hickmond
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ISLES ON THE ROAD

Nearly 50 PEP parents and children
participated in a Back-To-School educational
trip to Philadelphia on August 25. Stops
included Independence Hall, Congressional
Hall, the Liberty Bell, Penn’s Landing and
local museums. At the end of the day, all 
students received backpacks filled with
school supplies.

Ten Career Center trainees attended the
Educational Talent Search-Career Day work-
shops at Mercer County Community College.
The workshops focused on career exploration,
college searching, and financial aid. 

Career Center staff members attended
“Pathways Home: A Community Conference
in Offender Re-Entry,” held at Princeton
University, which focused on developing
solutions to barriers offenders encounter
upon returning to their communities. 

Five Career Center trainees who showed
excellent performance during orientation
attended the 2005 Funkmaster Flex Car and
Bike Show in Edison, New Jersey.  Trainees
were blown away by the creativity and detail
the performers put into their cars.

The Career Center hosted a group of youth
counselors from the Princeton-Blairstown
Center, providing the guests the opportunity
to learn how Career Center staff teach, 
counsel, and challenge inner-city youth via
relationships that are built among trainees
and staff.

Juanita Joyner, VP, Special Projects, pre-
sented at the Environmental Law Institute’s
workshop, “Using Environmental Laws and
Alternative Dispute Resolution to Achieve
Environmental Justice,” in Newark, NJ.  She
spoke about community participation in the
Magic Marker project.

Back to school: PEP parents and children traveled to
historical sites in Philadelphia.  All students received
backpacks filled with school supplies. 

Elyse Pivnick, VP, Environment and
Community Health, helped organize the
Mid-Atlantic Regional Conference on
Eliminating Childhood Lead Poisoning and
Combating Indoor Environmental Hazards
and was a moderator for several panels.
Elyse also participated in a discussion about
lead poisoning prevention in New Jersey that
was filmed at New Jersey Public Television
studios for the state health department. 

Marty Johnson, CEO, spoke on “Sub/Urban:
Building Alliances for Metropolitan Equity”
at the 2nd National Summit on Equitable
Development, Social Justice, and Smart
Growth in Philadelphia. He also spoke at a
celebration for Terracycle, a new Trenton-
based eco-fertilizer company that Isles has
supported. Marty was a panelist at
Leadership New Jersey’s  Forum on the
Future of Southern New Jersey, and at a
National Congress for Community
Economic Development (NCCED) confer-
ence in Washington, DC, where he sat on a
panel titled “Starting a Capital Campaign for
your CDC.” 

Andre Thomas, Career Center Operations
Manager, attended several meetings of the
New Jersey Coalition of YouthBuild 
programs this summer. The coalition was
formed to share resources, strategies, and
information and to get the attention of legisla-
tors to impact policy that affects New Jersey
as a whole. Andre also attended a training in
St. Louis at the YouthBuild USAAcademy for
Transformation Institute.

More than 900 people attended the Central Jersey Regional Equity
Coalitition’s October forum held at The College of New Jersey. Public 
officials and candidates were asked about property taxes, affordable hous-
ing, and immigration-related issues. Isles supports the Central Jersey group
and co-chairs the statewide NJ Regional Coalition. For more information,
visit: www.njregionalequity.org.

YouthBuild trainees installed a new map of Cadwalader Park as part of
a project Isles has worked on with support from the National
Recreational Trails Program. Brochures for each season, providing
notes about what plants and animals to look for, will also be available
to park visitors.
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LaTanya Bethea, Career Center Case
Manager, received a BS in Social Science at
the University of Southern Colorado while
serving in the United States Air Force.
Tanya worked with at-risk youth as a
teacher’s assistant at the Burlington County
Special Services School District.  She also
was a behavioral assistant and educational
counselor in Lancaster, PA. Most recently,
Tanya was a case manager at a Mercer
County mental health agency.

Rukiya Blackwell, Program Assistant,
earned her BA in Business Administration
with a concentration in Finance from Clark
Atlanta University, and then returned to
Trenton, where she taught math at the
Granville Charter School for four years. She
has worked with higher education programs at
Young Scholars Institute, Granville Academy,
and Trenton Community Charter School. 

Katherine Camp, Program Associate,
earned a BA in Urban Studies from Barnard
College, where she served as a Writing
Fellow and worked in the Office of the

NEW STAFF

In 1990, 52% of Trenton households
owned their home.  By 2000, that figure

dropped to 46%.  Since homeownership
helps stabilize commu-
nities and builds wealth,
can we change this
trend?  Over the years,
Isles has developed a
pipeline to move renting
families into owning
families.  Isles is now
taking the next 
logical step – enabling
tenants from the Trenton
Housing Authority to
buy homes in the area
and free up units for
other needy families.
Here is how Isles did it.

While doing her nor-
mal program research,
Liz Knox, Isles
Financial Self-Reliance
manager, discovered
two things: first, some THA residents with 
higher incomes now pay substantially higher
rents because of a change in THA policy.  In
addition, HUD has provided funds to the City
of Trenton to promote homeownership.
Working with the City of Trenton and the
THA, Liz developed a fun way to enable 25
families to bolster their credit, learn financial

TRENTON HOUSING AUTHORITY … HOMEOWNERS?
THA First-Time Homebuyer Training Program

skills, negotiate the purchase of a home,
secure a mortgage, and become successful
homeowners! 

First, Isles developed a monthly four hour
Saturday morning interactive course to 
prepare the soon-to-be homeowners.  From
January to July, they covered a range of topics
in a fun way.  One class even used 
charades to wordlessly portray people they
will encounter when buying a house, like
home inspectors and appraisers.  In another

class, skits demonstrated what may happen
when meeting with a loan officer.  

Of the dozens of homeownership courses
Isles has taught in the past three
years, “this was the most exciting
one,” Liz said.  Liz and Charlene
Jones, Isles’ Individual Development
Account (IDA) Program Coordinator
who helps present the courses, are
excited by the progress the partici-
pants are making.  One family closed
on a home after just three months in
the program.  Two are under contract
and will close by December. Two
more families were pre-approved by
lenders and are now shopping for a
house. Twelve participants are
enrolled in Isles’ IDA program, which
matches their savings two to one.
Three more participants enrolled in
the First Home Club of a local bank
that also matches their investments.  

Of the 28 families who began the six
month program, 25 completed and

graduated.  Dallas Parks, Executive Director
of the Trenton Housing Authority, commented
recently that he is “pleased with this trilateral
partnership between the City of Trenton, the
Trenton Housing Authority, and Isles.” 

Trenton Housing Authority participants celebrate completion of 
financial literacy and homebuyer education program. 

Bronx Borough President.  She studied the
environmental, economic and social impacts
of urban development in India, South Africa
and Brazil with the International Honors
Program, and wrote her senior thesis about
New York City’s school food programs.

Kathleen Grady, Community Planner/
Research Analyst, graduated from the
University of Pennsylvania’s School of
Design with a dual master’s degree in City
and Regional Planning and Social Work.
Kathleen also was project coordinator at the
Cartographic Modeling Lab in Philadelphia,
where she developed an online neighbor-
hood indicators system. 

Wendy Kelley, Program Director,
YouthBuild, joined Isles’ Career Center with
a degree in Economics from Kean
University. Wendy worked at various firms
in New York before leaving it all behind to
serve as a missionary in Africa, spending ten
years in such countries as Ethiopia, Burkina
Faso, Ghana, and the Democratic Republic
of Congo. Upon returning to the States,

Wendy worked for Child Care Connection
before joining Isles in August. 

Natasha Morales, Grant Writer, received
an AB in Sociology from Princeton
University in 2004.  She then worked as an
Advocacy and Service Intern at AARP New
Jersey, where she wrote and produced 
publications for legislators, the media, and
the public to support AARP’s advocacy and
community service work. 

Joseph L. Robinson II, Research
Associate, recently received an AB in
Sociology from Princeton University. While
in school, Joe was an active mentor and
leader of service projects such as Taking Kids
Out. His senior thesis, “A Country Divided:
Wealth Accumulation Bound By Race and
Class,” analyzed the wealth gap by race as
opposed to income inequality. For his thesis
research, Joe interviewed some of Isles’ new
homeowners.  
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2005 YouthBuild High School 
Graduates Celebrate!

YOU CAN HELP ISLES MAKE
A DIFFERENCE

For information contact  Grace Egan, Vice President, 
Resource Development, at 609.341.4743.
To give online, visit www.isles.org. 

Gifts to Isles, Inc. 
provide essential support to:
Build houses
Train at-risk youth
Educate home owners
Offer financial literacy instruction
Provide environmental education
Promote nutrition and active living
Support community gardens and green spaces

Zerlina McKinney
James Rolling
Eldar Shafir
Jeffrey N. Stoller
Brian Trelstad
Aaron T. Watson

Cole Street gardeners show off their summer squash 
during Isles’ 18th annual Midsummer Garden Tour.


