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K
n o x  C o u n t y ’ s 
newest education provider, the 
emerald Youth foundation 
(eYf), exemplifies the united 
Way at its best. Many affiliate 

partners and organizations are national 
or even global, but eYf is as local to 
knoxville as a nonprofit can be, starting 
20 years ago as literally a neighborhood 
community group and named after an 
area street and church near the former 
st. Mary’s hospital. as such, eYf is 
the perfect case study for the united 
Way’s premise that smaller charities can 
accomplish more and use their resources 
more efficiently by pooling fund-raising 
efforts, coordinating their services, and 
increasing their public profile.

“We’ve been friends with folks at 
the united Way of greater knoxville 
[uWgk] for years,” says John Crooks, 
eYf’s marketing and communications 
manager, “and became a community 
partner in 2012.”

that year, the united Way awarded 
eYf’s “emerging leaders education 
and life skills initiative” a $100,000 
competitive grant. the purpose of 
this ongoing program is to prepare 
elementary and middle school students 
for post-secondary education through 
reading and math skill development. 
its early success included the creation 
of “Community learning labs” in 
five area inner-city churches and a 
10-percentage-point increase (53 to 
63) in the number of participants who 
met required skill benchmarks in both 
subjects—after only six months.

in april of this year, uWgk awarded 
eYf a second grant to help the founda-
tion build a health component into its 
array of services. “We want to teach 
city kids nutrition awareness,” says 
Crooks. “We want to get them more 
physically active. We want them to 
learn to swim because that’s so vital.” 
the foundation currently has 150 to 
200 elementary-age children who are 
taking swimming lessons.

eYf has also started a soccer pro-
gram serving more than 300 inner-city 
youths and is opening the sansom 
sports Complex on a 14-acre parcel of 
land near World’s fair Park. thousands 
of inner-city young people will have 
access to the facility, which will include 
a 5,000-square-foot field house, three 
synthetic turf fields, a pavilion-covered 
field, and a performance-training 
center. eYf’s executive director steve 
diggs says, “this complex will greatly 
increase urban young people’s opportu-
nities to participate in physical activi-
ties. they’re often left out of sports 
because they don’t have a place to play 
or resources to pay expensive fees.”

Pretty heady doings for an organization 
only two decades old and created by the 
congregation of a single church in one of 
knoxville’s poorest neighborhoods.

“it was very organic and home-
grown,” says Crooks. “the emerald 
avenue united Methodist Church began 
a summer outreach ministry for youth 
in the oakwood and lincoln Park neigh-
borhood. the church saw a need and 
had a desire to connect with these kids. 
the key was this local church reaching 
out to local kids with a story of faith. af-
ter years of tremendous growth, in 2014 
we’re a city-wide ministry and effort.”
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FROM ACORNS TO MIGHTY OAKS
eYf’s focus has always been on 

developing the community’s young into 
leaders. in the 1990s it launched what 
would become the foundation’s flag-
ship program, Justlead, a network that 
today comprises 21 churches and faith-
based organizations in 14 of knox-
ville’s inner-city neighborhoods. this 
program focuses on 40 “developmental 
assets for adolescents” required to 
help young children grow up healthy, 
caring, and responsible. among the 
assets are family support, other adult 
relationships, a caring neighborhood 
and school, safety, positive peer influ-
ence, commitment to learning, and a 
religious community.

Crooks says that the leadership 
aspect is what attracted him to working 
at eYf and what he finds most reward-
ing day-to-day: “i’ve been here seven 
and a half years, long enough to see 
our young people growing into leaders 
and achieving success in the world. 
their success is in part the result of 
our activities, and it’s neat to be a part 
of that.”

some eYf youth, such as august 
Moultry, start giving back to the foun-
dation almost immediately. Moultry’s 
mother enrolled him in Justlead when 
he was a kindergartner, and today he 
volunteers with eYf. “i’ve done just 
about everything with emerald Youth 
over the years,” he says, “from field 

trips to camp retreats, to the faith ac-
tivities and learning about god.”

While attending Pellissippi state 
Community College, where he is 
pursuing a career in culinary arts, 
Moultry works with another genera-
tion of youngsters at eYf. “the adults 
at emerald Youth were caring and had 
a positive influence on me,” he says. 
“they showed me how to have a posi-
tive impact on younger kids, and now i 
like doing that.”

that eYf “next generation” in-
cludes taylor bennett, who joined the 
Justlead program at emerald avenue 
united Methodist Church when she 
was in the second grade. four years 
later, she sings in the emerald Youth 

in 2013, more than 450 kids ages 5 to 18 
participated in emerald youth sports that 

included soccer, volleyball, basketball, 
baseball, and swimming. 
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Choir and uses computers in the foun-
dation’s learning labs for academic 
enrichment and help with her home-
work. emerald Youth has paid staff and 
volunteers who can give subject-specific 
tutoring. “My grades have improved 
because of it,” says bennett. “otherwise, 
i would probably be at home, bored, 
watching tv. instead, i’m learning to 
be a leader and help others. i really like 
helping other people.”

Moving directly into education was 
a natural next step for eYf. on June 4, 
knox County schools approved its first 
charter school, emerald Charter acad-
emy, which will be managed by emerald 
Charter schools, a non-sectarian 501(c)(3) 
organization started by the foundation.

KNOXVILLE NEED 
in a way, eYf’s growth can be ex-

plained by the size of the problem the 

organization is attempting to address. 
a 2013 eYf study of knoxville’s 29 
“urban core” schools found that youth 
involvement in learning diminished as 
urban knoxville students aged, mov-
ing from elementary to middle to high 
school, with the result that “these teens 
lag substantially behind their suburban 
peers in regard to academic outcomes.” 
additionally, more than half of the high 
school students were not engaged in 
any health activities and at least 40 
percent of the students were over-
weight and obese, again worse than 
their suburban counterparts.

the study’s researchers projected 
these problems would only worsen 
because of the increasing exposure to 
drugs at younger and younger ages—
including drug-exposed babies. east 
tennessee Children’s hospital reported 
that the number of drug-exposed 

infants it treated annually rose from 
about 30 in 2008 to almost 300 in only 
four years.

besides the foundation’s empha-
sis on faith, eYf also promotes solid 
relationships, with adults and with 
other young people—something for 
which many inner-city youth are 
hungry. but according to eYf data, 48 
percent of knoxville’s economically 
disadvantaged students do not engage 
in any relationship-building activities, 
such as involvement in a church youth 
group, boy scouts, boys and girls Club, 
brother to brother and ladybugs, and 
so on. this lack of socialization again 
worsens as urban youth age.

at least for young people, knoxville 
seems to do a better job of providing 
economic resources. one study par-
ticipant said “knoxville’s a good place 
to be poor” because so many organiza-
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eyF’s annual camp week gives more than 200 students the chance to 
participate in gardening, team building, biking, cooking, and science 

experiences over the summer—and includes a trip to the Knoxville Zoo.
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tions similar to eYf exist. unfortu-
nately, some area charities “may have 
inadvertently fueled feelings of entitle-
ment and a decreased sense of respon-
sibility,” according to eYf literature.

dependent people with little sense of 
personal responsibility rarely assume 
the mantle of leadership. “We want 
these kids to grow holistically,” says 
Crooks, “and to mature as leaders in 
our community and beyond. We feel 
as though the tools and resources we 
provide can help fill some of the gaps 
in their lives. at the end of the day, we 
hope they can go out into the commu-
nity and be successful parents, teach-
ers, pastors, and business leaders.”

HOW YOU CAN HELP
emerald Youth foundation has three 

major recurring events that help fund the 
organization’s work with urban children, 
teens, and young adults, helping them to 
become leaders in their communities:

Annual Prayer Breakfast—occur-
ring each spring, the prayer breakfast 
was held this year at the knoxville expo 
Center with more than 1,000 attendees 
and sponsorship by home federal bank, 
graham Corporation, and tennova 
healthcare. besides the complimentary 
breakfast, courtesy of all occasion Ca-
tering, attendees enjoyed music by the 
emerald Youth Choir, testimonials, and 
a video. at the event’s conclusion, eYf 
takes up an offering.

Emerald Youth Golf Classic—on 
september 30, participants can shoot 
a round at Willow Creek golf Club 
to benefit eYf. regal entertain-
ment group presents the event. the 
registration form is available at eYf’s 
Web site, and costs are $900 for a 
four-person team, $225 per indi-
vidual. dinner is provided with an 
awards ceremony at the conclusion 
of the tournament.

Legacy Dinner—on october 27, 
the knoxville Convention Center will 
host eYf’s legacy dinner where those 
who have benefited in the past from 
association with eYf as well as current 
program participants tell how eYf has 
helped them. the eYf Choir also sings. 
Corporate sponsors and individuals can 
host a table at the event.

according to Crooks, “We’re always 
looking for folks in support roles and 
as volunteers. if somebody is gifted at 
working with young people, we have a 
place for you. We also have behind-the-
scenes roles for those more comfort-
able doing that.”

besides supporting the united Way, 
donors can give to eYf at its Web site 
(www.emeraldyouth.org), which is also 
set up to handle non-monetary contri-
butions. for more information, you can 
also call 865-637-3227. 

Mark Spurlock is a senior writer for Cityview.
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the sansom sports complex will 
open its first field in late 2014 and 
is slated for completion by summer 
2015, providing facilities for eyF 
soccer, lacrosse, flag football, and 
performance training.

http://www.emeraldyouth.org



