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Director’s Letter

As Telling It approaches our 25th year of service to the community, we are honored to 
share this anthology of youth artwork and writing. Telling It is a community-based expressive 
arts program that prioritizes the mental health needs of young people by offering safe, 
uncensored, and judgment-free spaces. Through the arts, we strive to cultivate resilience, 
empower personal strengths, and provide meaningful outlets for processing emotional 
struggles. 

The artwork and writing showcased here were created by youth during weekly Telling It 
sessions. These pieces represent the young people we engaged with at the Washtenaw 
County Children’s Services Detention Center, two community-based diversion programs 
(The Academy and the Trial Court Juvenile Division), and the Family Empowerment Program 
in Ypsilanti.

What inspires all of us at Telling It is the resilience and brilliance of the youth. They have a 
profoundly creative capacity to process their feelings and experiences through expressive 
art forms, including visual arts, music, drama/theatre, creative writing, movement, and 
play. These youth may be navigating difficult and uncertain situations, while their laughter, 
tears, honesty, and willingness to share their stories is inspirational.

Our work would not be possible without the extraordinarily gifted and talented people 
who make up the Telling It team. We have an incredible array of folks from a variety of 
artistic disciplines, backgrounds, and life experiences who make up our staff, University of 
Michigan interns, and volunteers. Along with them, we have had internationally recognized 
guest artists visit our sites to inspire and engage the youth in sessions rooted in their 
expert disciplines. Everyone provides the critically important Telling It support network. 
According to the Supervisor at the Juvenile Detention Center, “the relationships built between 
the Telling It team and youth are one of the best things Telling It provides,” and the youth 
in the detention center refer to them as their family.

We have exciting plans for the coming year, including program expansion into the 
Wayne County Juvenile Facility and at least one additional community group to provide  
continuity of care for youth impacted by the juvenile legal system. Our goal is to maintain 
the long-standing integrity of our mission.

We are grateful to all of you who support us and who share in our commitment to care 
for our young people.

Enjoy this wonderful tribute to the youth of Telling It, to whom we dedicate this anthology.

WELCOME to the 2026 Anthology celebrating the incredible creativity of 
the youth of Telling It!

Deb Gordon-Gurfinkel
Founding Director

Kelly Kundrat, LMSW
Associate Director/Lead Social Worker
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Mask activity at the Parkridge Community Center with the Trial Court Division. 
Youth created masks to express what emotions they were feeling, with many 
of them expressing a plethora of various emotions. Youth were able to create a 
character with the mask, stating their name, emotional state, and emotions that 
would be present. 

Many youth expressed wanting to create goofy characters, and created characters  
with a wide range of emotions. Drama therapy and play acting characters 
allowed the youth participants to engage in situations they may have experienced, 
with the option of ‘externalizing’ their role in a situation, so any negative feelings 
associated can be separated from the participant. 
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Duckdom
A youth created this duckdom 
and stated that he wanted his 
friends as ducks within this  
activity, and that he was “going 
into his garage to work on his 
bike.” This youth enjoyed  
incorporating his own personal 
interests into the art activity, 
through direct self expression. 
This activity allowed for all 
youth to express themselves 
however they chose, with their 
autonomy at the forefront. 

A youth created ducks in a pond for his Duckdom and reported feeling calm 
throughout the creation process. 
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Big man is “what is in all 
of us, if we can let it out. 
You can be bigger than 
petty little instincts 
or people.” 

Our youth created “artifacts” to show what they gained from participating in 
Telling It, and what our program taught them:

This youth went through a “big growth emotionally,” because of Telling It. 
He learned to share things from this time within Telling It, and it helped him 

“open up and grow.”
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2-27-26

Everyday, I wake up in a new world.
A new world that I find bored. 
What I find bored is the same things I see everyday.
The same sky, the same ground, the same air I breathe.
I’m truly getting bored.
bored of a story with no moral. 
no moral with no honesty.
no honesty without prodigy that contains nothing more than a lie.
A lie for? To die for? But why though?
A lie? For why? For what? But what?
A lie? A lie that is so true, that the sky stops being blue.
Everyday, I wake up in a new world.
The same world I will always make me bored. 

- C. Taco

Poem from a youth at the Washtenaw County Juvenile Detention Center 
(JDC), when Telling It guest artists Ain’t Afraid were present during the 
session. Expressive arts can impact youth voice, in which a few youth who 
are quieter within the group shared poems, raps, and songs. Youth were 
encouraged to perform in expressive ways that were okay for them, such 
as performing with a group or writing a poem. This youth created the poem 
away from the larger group, and wanted it to be read by a staff member 
for the whole group.
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Build your ideal house or home.

12



Our young people created a roadmap of their goals, pinpointing what they 
believe they may need to add or subtract from the journey along the way.
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- C. Math

A youth at the JDC has been consistently interested in math and science 
throughout his time with Telling It. This youth has been engaged with 
immersing himself in mathematics and sciences with various Telling It staff. 
By allowing full youth autonomy and interests present among sessions, 
this youth has found comfort in conversing with staff members and diving 
deeper into his mathematics and science interests. 
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Youth created a poem of their interest that described what a good day 
looks like to them. They then used this poem to perform their creation 
in front of the group either as a song, a rap, or acting it out creatively. 
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Found poetry and collage exercise
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This exercise involved using creative writing, following the prompt “With 
a pen in my hand…”, encouraging participants to use their imagination of 
them having a ‘magic pen’, using poetry to describe a world of their own 
creation, with ideal circumstances of their interest.
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Youth worked together in groups with different roles (designer, advertiser, 
engineer, etc) to build something that solves a problem, and then give a sales 
pitch to funders.

Design Team
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For More Information
Deb Gordon-Gurfinkel

Telling It Founding Director

734-649-3118

www.lsa.umich.edu/tellingit


