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Fair Sentencing for Youth

In fall 2016, the Human Rights Watch Student Task Force (STF) called for fair sentencing for youth in California by 
successfully campaigning for the Public Safety and Rehabilitation Act of 2016 (Prop 57), which changes the way 

juveniles are sent into adult courts, provides incentives for participation in rehabilitation and education programs 
and creates a special parole process for non-violent offenders. Javier Stauring (above), juvenile justice advocate
and executive director of Healing Dialogue and Action, educated STF leaders for the fall campaign at their 
September workshop.

Campaign Highlights:
• Contacted more than 3,000 people individually or in 

group presentations for face-to-face Prop 57 advocacy. 
An additional 4,000 people were reached out to via 
STF Weekly Updates, STF website blogs, Facebook 
posts and Twitter Tweets and re-Tweets. 

• At fall and year-end workshops, met with juvenile 
justice advocate Javier Stauring (above photo), 
formerly incarcerated youths Kent Mendoza and Sara 
Kruzan, and Maggie and Itzel Bonilla, family members 
of a murder victim, to better understand the cost of 
sending juveniles into the adult system.

• Hosted five guest speaker events with formerly 
incarcerated advocates Herminia Galvez and Manuel 
Barrios at four STF high schools and Mount Saint 
Mary’s University to personalize the importance of 
Prop 57.

• Attended Santa Clarita Valley City Council meeting to 
ask the City Council to support Prop 57.

• Held Prop 57 community voter education events in 
Santa Clarita Valley and at Santa Monica College.

Sara Kruzan, human rights 
defender and formerly 

incarcerated youth, met with 
STFers to share her heart-rending 
story of being sex trafficked at age 
13 and later sentenced to juvenile 
life without parole (JLWOP) at age 
16 for killing her pimp. An earlier 
generation of STFers advocated 
for Governor Schwarzenegger to 
grant Sara clemency. In 2011 the 
Governor commuted her sentence 
and Sara was ultimately paroled in

2013 from Central California Women’s Facility in 
Chowchilla after serving 19 years. This year’s  STF 
leaders were honored to meet with Sara at the spring 
workshop when she reminded them why their work is 
so critical: “When you are incarcerated you are made to 
feel that you don’t have a place. You begin to question 
your purpose and value; do you even matter? It is 
individuals, like you guys, who really care, that make the 
difference. You hand us our lifeline…”



Responding to the rhetoric of the presidential 
campaign and November elections, members of 
the Human Rights Watch Student Task Force (STF) 
expressed concern for the human rights of friends 
and family. Many of the policies and pledges made 
by the Trump Administration pose profound threats 
to the rights of people both within the US and 
abroad. In January, STF launched the “Know Your 
Rights, Protect Our Rights” campaign to educate 
their campus communities, focusing on LGBT, 
immigrant and women’s rights. On March 3 and 
10, STF chapters presented “Unity Day” events to 
demonstrate their solidarity. STFers organized die-
ins, all-school assembly presentations, art exhibits, 
classroom presentations and human chains calling 
on everyone to stand up for human rights.

STF leaders also met with Congressman Ted Lieu 
(33rd District) to share their “Know Your Rights, 
Protect Our Rights” Campaign. They expressed 
concern for how social divisions across the country 
are affecting vulnerable populations and thanked 
him for being an outspoken supporter of human 
rights at home and abroad. Students presented 
Congressman Lieu with a collage from Unity Day.

“Know Your Rights,
Protect Our Rights” 

Campaign
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The Human Rights Watch Student Task Force, launched 
in 1999, is a youth leadership-training program that 
brings together high school students and educators and 
empowers them to advocate for human rights issues, 
especially the rights of children. In 2016-17, STF hosted 
chapters at 14 high schools.
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Pam Bruns, Volunteer Executive Director
Kristin Ghazarians, Project Liaison
Nancy Nazarian Medina, Volunteer Program Advisor
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STF Alumni: Where Are They Now?
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Ijeoma Oti
Intern ‘16
USC ‘18
While interning for 
Representative Karen Bass, 
I attended the inauguration, 
which was a moving 
experience. The relatively 
peaceful transfer of power  
from one administration to

the next is something many countries cannot achieve. I am 
grateful for the institutions of democracy the U.S. upholds. I 
also attended the Women’s March in DC with a majority of the 
students in my program the day after the inauguration. 

Gisselle Ramos
Carson HS ‘16
UC Los Angeles ‘20
My first year of college has 
been full of self discovery and 
personal growth. There have 
definitely been times where I 
miss high school, especially STF, 
which showed me how to stop 
feeling helpless and instead 
help make a change. At UCLA, 
I joined a theatre organization 
called Night of Cultura, where

we use theatre to inform UCLA students about issues occurring 
in Latin communities.

For the last year, I taught at an 
educational farm outside of 
San Fransisco. We lived on site 
and taught visiting students 
about the environment and 
cultivated a curiosity for 
nature. Since, I decided to try 
out farming full time. I live and 
work on a small organic farm

Katia Johnstone
Wildwood ‘08
UC Berkeley ‘12

in Maine that feeds it’s local community and hosts workshops 
for people to learn more about where their food comes from.

Reuben Bank
New Roads ‘15
George Washington Univ. ‘19
This summer, as a rising 
junior at George Washington 
University, I am interning as 
a client intake clerk for Bet 
Tzedek. It is a pro bono firm 
that provides legal services for 
Angelinos who require help on
issues including housing rights, employment litigation, senior 
care and services, and Holocaust reparations.

Ben Verheiden
Palisades Charter HS ‘10
West LA College ‘16
CSU Northridge ‘20
As a student with disabilities, 
I have faced my own human 
rights abuses. I emerged from
STF as an advocate for human 
rights with passion and 
dedication. I feel like I broke 
down a door for all students 
to succeed here. I  graduated  Summa Cum Laude from West 
LA Community College. I am majoring in Urban Planning with 
a focus on Public Transit at CSUN, and have published two 
articles in the school newspaper on Urban Planning.

Breanna Cook
Intern ‘12-’13
UC Los Angeles ‘13
Working as the Collegiate 
Program Director for 
Transforming Youth Recovery 
in Reno, NV, I provide ongoing 
consultation and support 
to universities establishing 
programs for students 
recovering from addiction, and 
act as a national advocate for 
collegiate recovery programs. 
My STF internship was my first
opportunity to engage with social justice work and undoubtedly 
helped me in my path to the career I have today.

Elena Cortez-Neavel
Intern ‘11
USC ‘13
Recently, I’ve been applying 
for medical school and running 
my business, Abilitee Adaptive 
Wear. I work with a pediatric 
surgeon to design functional, 
fashionable clothing for kids 
with medical needs. Our goal is 
to make patients’ lives easier 
and spread awareness of often-invisible illnesses. 

Youstina Youssef
Academy of the Canyons ‘15
UC Berkeley ‘19
In February, I was interviewed 
for a PBS News Hour piece on 
my role in the Human Rights 
Investigations Lab at UC
Berkeley’s Human Rights 
Center. Students are trained to

verify videos and other publicly available social media content 
coming out of areas like Syria, where human rights violations 
have been occurring. For the first time, students are using open 
source investigation methods used previously by journalists and 
human rights professionals.


