We’re all just
walking each
other home.

— Ram Dass
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COMING IN APRIL
For Earth Day, meet San Diegans
growing healthier food futures.

INSIDE, PAGE 6
Wheels of Joya brings companionship

‘ Sharing this newspaper is kindness. ‘
to many who feel alone.

Pass it along to a friend.

Arden Pala (left)
noted that his B
parents, Zeynep |
ligaz and Serhat
Pala, taught him
empathy and
instilled a love of
volunteering.

The Parents Modeled Giving.
The Sons Turned it into Action.

Kindness Runs
In the Family

By Robert Krier, Staff Writer

Ke:;:t(l::f:s; G ratitude 'c.md giving are ingrained in the
affll Arden Pala family.
. Brothers Kenan, 22 this month, and Arden,
17, were set on a life path of good works as soon
as they could walk. As toddlers, they joined
the family’s volunteer trips to soup kitchens.
In their early teens, both founded nonprofits.
By the time Kenan was 18, his Kids4Commu-
nity had raised $1 million to help people expe-
riencing homelessness and mobilized a virtual
army of young volunteers.

JILIAN BURETZ

Continued on Page 9
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A MONTHLY BEACON OF HOPE
Clinic Provides Free Care to Pets of Unhoused San Diegans

By Jeannette De Wyze, Staff Writer Even though the clinic didn’t open until 8:30
a.m., Fredo and Bro arrived before dawn, secur-
ing the second spot in line. Five hours later, Bro
had been examined by Dr. Alejandro Cruz and re-
ceived vaccines, paw medicine and pet supplies.
In the mass of wrinkles that constitute

ro’s paws were swollen, infected with a
persistent yeast infection. His owner, a
middle-aged man named Fredo, had run out of
medicine to treat the condition in his 6-year-old

JILIAN BURETZ
bulldog. Then a friend, also living on the streets, Bro’s face, it was hard to read the bulldog’s Fredo sought treatment for his

suggested a place to get help: the monthly Street bulldog Bro at The Street Dog
Dog Coalition clinic in Ocean Beach, where vol- Coalition veterinarian clinic in
unteer veterinarians provide free service. Continued on Page 12 Ocean Beach.

feelings — maybe time for a nap? But Fredo’s
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Listening In

Sharing Ideas That Inspire

EDITOR’S NOTE

What We Gain When We Serve

“Pve learned that you shouldn’t go
through life with a catcher’s mitt on both
hands. You need to be able to throw some-
thing back.” — Maya Angelou

At Kindness Happens
Here, we dedicate a lot
of space to volunteering
— because again and
again, we see how trans-
formative it can be.

In this issue, Robert
Krier writes about the two remarkable
Pala brothers, both of whom created
nonprofits before they were old enough
to drive. Jeannette De Wyze introduces
us to the volunteer veterinarians in San
Diego who care for the pets of people ex-
periencing homelessness.

Our Gift of Volunteering column fea-
tures the stories of individuals who have
discovered firsthand how deeply volun-
teering can shape a life. In our January
issue, Mary Rutland wrote about men-
toring and befriending a South Suda-
nese family — especially their young
children.

“I don’t have grandchildren, so this
filled that place for me,” Rutland told me.

Last February, Gail White shared the
connections she formed with female
inmates by writing poetry together
through the nonprofit Poetic Justice.

Although she has never met her writing
partners in person, she feels a deep bond
with them. When she took risks in her
writing, she felt seen and understood
through their empathetic responses.
And in this issue, Pat Flynn reflects on
the lasting friendships he has built over
the years with fellow volunteers at Inter-
faith Community Services in Escondido.
Like so many expressions of kindness,
volunteering does not just benefit the
receiver. The giver receives gifts as well.

WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

A 2018 longitudinal study from Car-
negie Mellon University found that
adults over 50 who volunteered at least
200 hours a year were less likely to de-
velop hypertension, a major risk factor
for cardiovascular disease and stroke.

Volunteering has also been associated
with greater psychological well-being
and increased physical activity.

Researchers have consistently linked
volunteerism to lower mortality rates,
greater life satisfaction, a stronger sense
of purpose, higher self-esteem and fewer
symptoms of depression.

The science affirms what many vol-
unteers already know.

My mother volunteered at the Gal-
veston Humane Society, cleaning cat
cages well into her 80s. Relationships

with fellow volunteers at the shelter
sometimes became friendships outside
it. She stopped volunteering only when
she had to give up driving.

A cousin received a devastating can-
cer diagnosis when I was a young adult.
After the initial shock subsided, he
signed up for a delivery route with Meals
on Wheels and continued driving it for
as long as he possibly could. He credited
those deliveries with extending his life
— not medically, perhaps, but emotion-
ally and spiritually. The route gave him
purpose and a focus beyond himself.

We admired him in our family. We
learned from him. We tried to mirror his
example in our own lives.

The truth is, there is a volunteer op-
portunity for everyone. Maybe you don’t
have 200 hours a year to give. But even
small efforts can change lives in unex-
pected and lasting ways.

Volunteering is one of the quiet ways
kindness moves through a community.
Being a volunteer doesn’t always come
with recognition. It doesn’t always draw
attention. But it transforms people —
both the ones who receive and the ones
who give.

We invite you to share your stories
about volunteering. Write to us at info@

— Leigh Fenly

USS Midway Museum

It takes 800 volunteers to keep the USS Midway
Museum, one of San Diego’s most popular tourist
attractions, in tip-top shape. If you are interested in
joining the ranks, attend the museum’s open house

A Volunteer Opportunity Just for You

March 12 at 10 a.m. Prospective volunteers will learn
about basic requirements and available positions that
range from docent to ship restorer. To attend, you
must fill out an application and be 18 years old.

Click here for the volunteer form.

Does your organization provide volunteer opportunities you would like to see featured here?
Write us at info@kindnesshappenshere.org
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Your Voice. Your Story.
Our Community.

Your Turn

CITIZEN SCIENCE

Rethinking Breast Cancer Screening

By Leigh Fenly
Staff Writer

Citizen science isn’t always about
counting birds or tracking tide
pools. It can be deeply person-
al, and it can also be a two-way street.
Sometimes, sharing your health in-
formation is a gift to research and can
provide personalized guidance for your
own well-being.

That’s the idea behind the WISDOM
Study (Women Informed to Screen
Depending on Measures of Risk), a na-
tionwide research project exploring
whether breast cancer screening can
be improved by tailoring it to a woman’s
individual risk.

Currently, the U.S. Preventive Ser-
vices Task Force recommends screen-
ing mammograms every two years for
women ages 40 to 74. The WISDOM
study is challenging that recommenda-
tion by asking a bold question: Would
incorporating personal risk factors such
as genetics and family history lead to
smarter, safer screening schedules?

Launched in 2016 by UC San Fran-
cisco researchers, WISDOM has en-
rolled 90,000 women across the United
States. Participants complete an on-
line, detailed health questionnaire, and
they provide a saliva sample for genetic
analysis and access to mammogram re-
cords. This can all be done at home.

Using that data, researchers estimate
each woman’s risk and suggest a screen-
ing plan tailored to her needs — from
intensified screening for those at high-
est risk to potentially delaying mammo-
grams for those at lower risk.

The first results were published in
JAMA: The Journal of the American
Medical Association in December. Re-
searchers found that risk-based breast
cancer screening (the WISDOM ap-
proach) was equivalent to routine an-
nual mammograms for detecting more
advanced cancers. This means the per-
sonalized approach is a safe and accept-
able alternative to traditional screening,

WHAT IS WISDOM?

What it is: A national research study testing whether breast cancer
screening can be personalized based on individual risk.

What you do: Complete a health questionnaire and
mail in a saliva sample for genetic testing.

Who can join: Women ages 30-74 in the U.S.
who have never had breast cancer.

Why it matters: Early results published in JAMA suggest
risk-based screening is a safe alternative to
routine annual mammograms for many women.

Learn more: wisdomstudy.org

WISDOM ASSESSES THESE RISK FACTORS

¢ Family history of breast cancer
¢ Breast density

e Age

o Lifestyle factors

* Race/ethnicity

the researchers wrote.

Women in the highest risk category
who were screened every six months
had no cancers at advanced stages
during follow-up. Also, biopsy rates did
not increase overall despite fewer mam-
mograms in lower-risk groups.

WISDOM also found that about 3
percent of participants carried a genetic
mutation linked to breast cancer and 60
percent of those women had no family
history of the disease — meaning they
had no obvious reason to suspect they
were at higher risk.

THE STUDY THAT GIVES BACK

I joined WISDOM three years ago
and was surprised by how quickly I re-
ceived something in return.

Within a few weeks, I had a clear, in-

e Breast biopsy history
¢ Hormone therapies

* Reproductive history
e Genes

¢ Body Mass Index

dividualized screening recommendation
based on my health data and genetics.
In my case, the news was good: I had
no genetic markers. Nothing in my fam-
ily history or health records put me at
higher risk, so I was advised to have a
mammogram every two years.

Being able to shift from guessing to a
fact-based plan was grounding.

More work is needed, but research-
ers hope this approach will someday
influence national screening guidelines.
WISDOM promises a future in which
high-risk women are monitored more
closely and diagnosed earlier, while
those at lower risk avoid unnecessary
tests without sacrificing safety.

For more information or to sign up,

visit wisdomstudy.org.
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THE GIFT OF VOLUNTEERING

Where 1
Needed To Be

By Pat Flynn

efore I retired from a 35-year career as a newspaper
reporter and editor, I called several North County non-

profits. I wanted to make sure I would have something

fulfilling to do in my free time. I found several volunteering

options, but I was especially drawn to the food pantry at Inter-
faith Community Services in Escondido.

Since 2012, every Tuesday and Thursday morning — with

a little time off for (good?) behavior — I have made my way to

the pantry to work with dozens of caring volunteers and Inter-

faith staff.
I showed up for my

shift the morning after
CONNECT WITH my oldest son died in Oc-
INTERFAITH tober 2018. The pantry
COMMUNITY was where I needed to
be.
SERVICES

Serving up to 30 fam-
ilies three days a week,
the pantry typically dis-
tributes an assortment
of frozen meat, fresh

interfaithservices.org
communications@
interfaithservices.org

760-489-6380 produce, bread, eggs,
550 W. Washington Ave., rice, beans, canned food,
sweets, condiments,

Escondido, CA 92025

toiletries, hygiene prod-
ucts, drinks (sometimes
including fresh milk) and
more. These goods are donated by nearby grocery stores, a
bakery, generous individuals and community organizations.

Through the years, what a collection of souls I have met and
friends I have made. A writer could craft many stories around
characters like the gruff-on-the-outside softies, the eccentrics,
the retired admiral and the professional organizer. I've en-
countered extremely wealthy volunteers and a few who had
less than some of our clients.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, an exuberant youth pastor
volunteered. He brought his boom box and asked us to choose
between praise music and hip-hop as an accompaniment to
our work. One day, after running a few orders outside in the
summer heat, he sought comfort in the industrial freezer —
not for a minute, but to the point that we wondered if he was at
risk for hypothermia.

Often, bright young folks help out until they climb the next
academic rung or snag the career job they are seeking. Work-
ing professionals come, making it a point to squeeze volun-

COURTESY INTERFAITH COMMUNITY SERVICES
Pat Flynn (left) and his friend Aj Devine share a moment at
Interfaith Community Services, where Pat has volunteered
for 14 years — and where service has blossomed into lasting
friendships.

teering into their schedules. We have had missionaries of The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. I work with one
volunteer in his 90s and another in his 80s.

Some come to complete a court mandate — volunteering in
lieu of a less desirable outcome — and to a person, they joyfully
embrace the work. As a colleague and dear friend puts it, “You
just don’t find a lot of grouchy, unhappy people working in a
food pantry.”

As for me, my back and joints bark a little bit more at shift’s
end than they did in 2012.

And it is hard to say what is more sustaining — the life-
altering friendships I have made or the genuine smiles from
our clients and the blessings the clients call forth.

Regardless, my Tuesday and Thursday mornings will remain
booked for some time to come.

YOUR TURN
We Want to Hear Your Story

We invite you, our readers, to share your personal
stories of volunteering. Tell us in about 500 words
how you benefitted and what you learned. Include
a photo and background information on the orga-

nization that provided your volunteer experience.

We will pick one of your stories for this space each
month. We’re looking forward to hearing from you.
Send your story to info@kindnesshappenshere.org
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SNAPSHOT

PHOTOS COURTESY RADY CHILDREN’S HOSPITAL
The Grammy-award-winning band Switchfoot performs at the first session of Music Mondays, a monthly program that brings
live music to patients at Rady Children’s Hospital.

Switchfoot Helps Bring Live Music to Young Patients

On the first Monday of every month, live music fills the
lobby at Rady Children’s Hospital, offering a welcome pause
for young patients and their families. Music Mondays is a
collaboration between the hospital and Switchfoot Bro-Am
Foundation, the nonprofit created by the San Diego rock band
Switchfoot.

The idea is to share the healing power of music. Research
suggests that live music can help ease anxiety, reduce pain and
promote healing — especially in hospital settings.

Since its beginning last year, the program has featured a
range of performers, including Olympic skateboarder Bryce
Wettstein on ukulele and Karl Anthony, a healing arts musician,
leading a drum circle. Music Mondays encourages kids to leave
their rooms and gather for a shared experience, something
families say has been especially meaningful.
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WHY WE STARTED A NONPROFIT

A Mother and Daughter
Turned Grief into Giving

By Mary and Hannah Joya

Mary Writes:

or 27 years, my husband, Dr. Danny

Joya, lived as a quadriplegic. Short-
ly after taking his medical board exams
in 1990, he was diagnosed with a rare
and aggressive form of Guillain-Barré
syndrome, which left him paralyzed
from the neck down. His dream of be-
coming a doctor was taken away in an
instant, yet he faced life with love, pa-
tience and dignity.

Those years after his diagnosis were
some of the hardest of our lives. They
were marked by exhaustion, heart-
break and constant uncertainty, but
they were also full of lessons I could
never have learned anywhere else.

Throughout that time, hospitals and
nursing facilities became our second
homes. As I spent day after day beside
him, I began to truly see the residents
around us. I did not just see patients; I
saw people. Mothers and fathers. Vet-
erans. Grandparents. Individuals who
had lived full, meaningful lives and now
found themselves isolated by illness,
disability or circumstance.

Many had no family. Some had no
one at all. Their loneliness was quiet
but heavy. Even in grief and exhaustion,
I felt a growing conviction: This could
not end with us. The people we met, the
relationships we built, the lessons we
learned, these needed to continue.

When my husband passed in 2018,
the loss was overwhelming, but it be-
came a calling. Wheels of Joya, the
nonprofit my daughter Hannah and I
formed, was born from a promise to
carry forward my husband’s love of
life and to make sure people who are
often overlooked are never forgotten.

Continued on Next Page

-8 R
COURTESY MARY JOYA

Mary Joya (left) and her daughter Hannah based their nonprofit on the shared belief that
even small gestures can change lives.

e

CONNECT WITH WHEELS OF JOYA

Wheels of Joya, created by Mary and Hannah Joya, a mother-
daughter team, is always looking for volunteers to help spread its
mission of caring for those in nursing homes and in the homeless,

disabled and special needs communities.
info@wheelsofjoya.org
wheelsofjoya.org
14781 Pomerado Rd. PMB #128, Poway, CA 92064
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Hannah writes:

y dad was a quadriplegic my en-

tire life. Growing up, I watched
him face every day with courage despite
unimaginable challenges. I watched my
mom walk beside him, showing strength
and dedication that inspired me. Togeth-
er my parents taught me what resilience,
grace and compassion truly mean.

In nursing homes, [ saw residents wait-
ing for someone to notice them, speak
up for them and remind them they still
mattered. Seeing that was heartbreaking
but also inspiring. I realized how much
even a small gesture — such as sitting
with someone, sharing a smile or remem-
bering their name — can change a life.

The hardest part for me was know-
ing that when my father died, their
lives would continue much the same.
My grief after my dad passed was
heavy, but it also clarified my purpose.

Now, through Wheels of Joya, we
host fun events and give personalized
attention to nursing home residents.
For those with dementia, we create
tailored activities that gently engage
and stimulate. Last year we showed
our support for Paralyzed Veterans of
America by delivering gifts and creat-
ing moments of joy and connection.

In all we do, we prioritize being with
individuals, listening, engaging and
sharing experiences to show that ev-
eryone is valued and loved.

To us, Wheels of Joya is more than
a nonprofit. It is a legacy. It is a prom-
ise to continue serving people who are
often forgotten, to honor my dad’s life
and to walk alongside those who need
someone to care.

Mary and Hannah Together:

tarting Wheels of Joya while carry-

ing grief was not easy. What remains
hardest is seeing how many people are
still waiting for care and hope. Loneli-
ness and isolation do not end. But small
gestures do make a difference.

The name “Wheels of Joya” comes
from Dr. Danny Joya — his wheelchair,
his wheels, the love he showed every
day. Everything we do carries forward
his legacy. Wheels of Joya is love in mo-
tion. On wheels.

COURTESY MARY JOYA

Mary Joya with her late husband, Dr.
Danny Joya, who was diagnosed with
Guillain-Barré syndrome in 1990.

COURTESY MARY JOYA
Hannah Joya surprised a woman in her home with a special care package and visit.

YOUR TURN
We Want to
Hear Your Story

We are proud to introduce
a new Your Turn column
written by individuals who
have taken a leap of faith and
started a nonprofit organiza-
tion — often with little more
than conviction and deep love
for their communities. These
first-person stories come from
founders who saw a need and
built something that didn’t
exist before.

If you have started a non-
profit and would like to share
your story, we’d love to hear
from you. Contact us at info@
kindnesshappenshere.org
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KINDNESS, ACCORDING TO YOU

Teachings That Became Gifts

Kindness Happens Here grows richer when our community joins the conversation.

Each month, we invite readers to pause, reflect and share moments of care, generosity and

insight that have shaped them. Your responses remind us that kindness is not only something

we give, it's something we can pass along. We are honored to share your reflections.

LAST MONTH’S QUESTION

What’s something someone once taught
you that felt like a true gift?

KEYS TO A LIFE IN MUSIC

met George Trovillo, my music and life mentor, when I was

23. After George’s illustrious career as an international con-
cert accompanist and recording artist, he retired to San Diego
with his life partner, Bill Graham.

I had come to San Diego a year earlier with a degree in mu-
sic education from the University of Michigan that had yielded
a teaching job. But public school music teaching yielded bore-
dom and frustration.

After two years, I quit to take a low-paying staff accompa-
nist position at United States International University’s School
of Performing and Visual Arts. At my new job, my days were
spent playing piano as an accompanist for voice lessons, dance
classes and musical productions. I loved it!

George was highly sought after as a vocal coach who helped
singers learn the nuances of foreign languages. I came to his
studio as an accompanist; after one hour I realized I had a lot
to learn.

I began private study with George, working through the art
songs of Schubert, Debussy and Strauss, plus the pantheon of
opera arias. I studied German and Italian and improved my
French — all to support the singers.

One day after a coaching session, George made the point of
telling me, “Accompanists are born, not made. You are a born
accompanist.”

He recommended me to many singers and voice teachers.
One thing led to another until I became pianist for the San
Diego Symphony, a position I would hold for 40 years. I made
a recording on Naxos with concert violinist Zina Schiff, and
I helped found Camarada Chamber Music Ensemble. I had
found my musical bliss, and it all started with George Trovillo.

Always, George and Bill supported me by attending my con-
certs and meeting my family and close friends. I considered
them my surrogate fathers.

In 2009, George and Bill gifted the bulk of their estate to the

Musical Merit Foundation. Through the endowment, worthy
singers and instrumentalists receive generous monetary priz-
es to continue their musical studies.

— Mary Barrenger, La Jolla

A BROTHER’S LOVING WORDS

y brother Rudy taught me that regardless of my learning

disabilities, I was smart. Due to my disabilities, I feared
college — failure. I dreamed of going to college but never saw
myself as smart enough to do it.

At the age of 39, I started talking about the idea of pursuing
a college education. My brother is a teacher, and that summer
we went on a trip to Canada together. While there, my brother
helped me understand how I could use my strengths to influ-
ence my learning. He taught me that I could be successful in
college.

When I came home, I signed up for college, and four years
later, I had an associate’s degree in American Sign Language
and Deaf Studies. It was all because of my brother.

— Nicole Shaffer, Rancho Bernardo

PUTTING SELF FIRST

hat I was taught was that I couldn’t take care of others

if I didn’t take care of myself first. My therapist helped

me understand that my self-care and my self-love needed to
come first.

— Mary Ellen, San Diego

NEXT MONTH’S QUESTION

Do you have an unsung hero
in your life?

Please email your answer to info@kindnesshappenshere.org
by March 10. We’ll pick a sampling of responses to feature

here. Together, your words create a shared space where kind-
ness is noticed, valued and passed along.
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Cover Story: Kindness Runs in the Family

Continued from Page 1

Donations and grants to Arden’s
Sports4Kids top $350,000, and he has
enlisted hundreds of his peers to bring
sports programs to inner-city schools in
San Diego. He was named Sports Illus-
trated 2024 SportsKid of the Year. The
award recognizes superior performance
on the field, in the classroom and in ser-
vice in the community.

“They’re both five stars — special,
special young men doing really impact-
ful work that a lot of people don’t do in
their lifetime,” said Drew Moser, chief
executive officer of the San Diego non-
profit Lucky Duck Foundation, which
has worked with the boys’ charities.
“Both of these boys are incredibly self-
less. They're just next-level.”

LEADING BY EXAMPLE

For the Pala family, giving is a gener-
ational affair.

The boys’ parents, Zeynep Ilgaz and
Serhat Pala, learned altruism as young-
sters growing up in Turkey. Zeynep’s
parents were small-town doctors who
treated patients for free if they couldn’t
afford care. Serhat remembers joining
toy drives and other events for the local
orphanage with his father, a police officer.

“Witnessing those things, seeing peo-
ple do good things not necessarily for
any other reason than to see a positive
impact, I guess that leaves a mark,” Ser-
hat said during an interview at the fami-
ly’s home in Rancho Bernardo.

The couple graduated from Bospho-
rus University in Istanbul, where they
met, and arrived in San Diego in 1998
as newlyweds. They brought little more
than entrepreneurial zeal and accep-
tance letters from San Diego State Uni-
versity’s Master of Business Adminis-
tration program.

After receiving MBAs, the couple ex-
perienced lean years.

“We came with very low means,”
Zeynep recalled. “If it wasn’t for the
kindness of so many people in our cir-
cle, strangers and people we know, we
wouldn’t be able to stay here and make
a living and build a life.”

Working mostly out of their garage
in the early 2000s, the couple launched
several companies, including one in the

SPORTS4KIDS

Arden leads a basketball clinic at Perkins Elementary. Many of the Barrio Logan students

have no other access to sports programs.

clothing industry. Nothing really took off.
But they vowed that if success did come,
they would never forget the kindness
and generosity people showed them.

Success did come when the couple
launched Confirm Biosciences, which
developed COVID-19 test kits that were
eventually sold nationally in 20,000
stores. Confirm Biosciences made the
Inc. 5000 list of the country’s fast-
est-growing private companies for five
years starting in 2013.

Before the couple sold the business
to a private equity company in 2020,
Confirm Biosciences gave 10 percent
of its profits to homelessness relief ef-
forts, mostly in San Diego. “It just came
from a point of view of being grateful,”
Zeynep explained. “It was important for
us that (our sons) grow up knowing that
we have to help each other as people.”

The message sank in.

“I credit almost everything I do to
(my parents) because of the things they
set in me when I was very young,” Arden

Continued on Page 10

COURTESY PALA FAMILY
Arden Pala began volunteer work at a very
young age.
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explained. “And they continue to inspire
me.”

No argument from older brother
Kenan.

“The older you get, the more you re-
alize your parents make you who you
become,” he said during a phone call
from Yale University, where he is now a
senior. “They instilled in me a lot of the
values I carry with me now.”

The admiration goes both ways.

“As a mom, and I'm sure Dad feels
the same way, I get inspired by you
every day,” Zeynep told Arden in a
conversation around their kitchen
table in January. “I want to be a bet-
ter person and a better mom to you.”

INSPIRED BY A FLAW

In addition to their impressive char-
itable endeavors, the Pala sons have
remarkable resumes and lists of accom-
plishments. Arden has performed in nu-
merous professional theatrical produc-
tions, including the Old Globe’s “How the
Grinch Stole Christmas” (twice) and “A
Thousand Splendid Suns.”

In fifth grade, he wrote a book called
“The Adventures of Noah’s Flying Cars,”
about a boy traveling the world celebrat-
ing diversity. In eighth grade, he wrote,
directed, narrated and produced a doc-
umentary on homelessness during the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Kenan is on Yale’s track and cross
country teams. He has run a 4:13.47 mile
and finished in the top three in college
long-distance races.

Like his younger brother, he attended
private Francis Parker School in Linda
Vista, where he set several school track
and cross country records, was the Cal-
ifornia state champion in cross country
and was all-league and team MVP three
times.

In an indirect way, it was running that
prompted Kenan to form Kids4Com-
munity in 2017. One day while he was
running on the beach with his dad, they
came across a sick baby seal.

“There were a lot of people around it,
trying to care for it,” Kenan remembered.
“On the way home, we drove past home-
less people who were just being ignored.
It was like they were invisible. I thought,

this is a fundamental flaw in society.”

To draw attention to homelessness,
Kenan and his middle-school friends
created a huge mosaic, using 8,000 do-
nated cereal boxes, that set a Guinness
World Record.

Through these efforts, Kenan and
his friends set in motion a youth vol-
unteer movement to help people expe-
riencing homelessness. At one point,
the group had 10,000 volunteers in its
database, Kenan said. “The idea was
to inspire youth and show the pow-
er of youth. You get kids to volunteer
when they’re young, it becomes natu-
ral. You realize it’s fun. You imprint that
on kids at an early age, it compounds.”

ACTING ON THE NEED

The volunteer ethic was imprinted
on his little brother. But Arden said he
felt no pressure to replicate Kenan’s ef-
forts.

“I went to his volunteer events,” Ar-
den said. “I think being around that at-
mosphere growing up, seeing him cre-
ate a charity out of nothing but an idea,
really inspired me to do my own thing.
Now I knew what was possible.”

Arden’s thing was sports. He loved

COURTESY PALA FAMILY
Kenan Pala (top left) and his Kids4Community nonprofit ignited the giving spirit in count-
less youth. The Girl Scouts pictured helped at a Bags of Hope event, where care packages
were assembled for low-income families.

basketball. When he was 11, he visited
Perkins Elementary School in Barrio
Logan, where a third of the students
are experiencing homelessness, and
learned that funding cuts had wiped out
the sports program.

Arden later launched Sports4Kids.
He began coaching Perkins’ girls and
boys — some taller than he was — after
school in basketball and other sports. He
enlisted peers to help, purchased sports
equipment with donations and arranged
visits from professional athletes.

“Arden recognized a big need,” said
Moser of Lucky Duck, a philanthropy
that focuses on homelessness in San Di-
ego County. “I have very fond memories
of going out to Perkins for the first time
to see his program — the smiles he put
on those kids’ faces. Those kids lit up just
by having a basketball in their hands.”

Fernando Hernandez, Perkins’ prin-
cipal, cannot praise Arden enough. De-
spite the significant differences in their
economic backgrounds, Arden devel-
oped an instant and lasting rapport with
students, Hernandez said.

“I've never seen anyone like him. He

Continued on Page 11
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makes everyone feel comfortable,” the
principal added. “The kids all give him
a high level of respect. He earns their
trust. With Arden, there’s no power
trip. You kind of feel that his mission is
to make the world a better place.”

Arden’s biggest contribution, Her-
nandez said, is time. Arden has spent
hundreds of hours with Perkins stu-
dents, who often have limited social in-
teractions.

“He models fairness. He models gen-
tleness,” Hernandez said. “And these so-
cial skills are best learned when they’re
modeled.

“If the world was full of people like
Arden, we would be in heaven.”

Sports4Kids has expanded to six in-
ner-city schools and introduced 1,000
kids to youth sports in San Diego. In 2025,
the nonprofit purchased backpacks for
needy students, served more than 1,000
meals, assembled 6,500 hygiene kits for
the homeless and logged more than 8,500
volunteer hours from 250 kids.

Kevin Dunn, director of community
engagement at Francis Parker, is famil-
iar with both brothers. “What is unique
about them is they have this innate abil-
ity to strike up a conversation with a
nervous 8-year-old, then transition to a
conversation with a client at a homeless
shelter, then switch back to a conver-
sation with a peer or a peer’s parent. I
think they are uniquely social and really
enjoy connecting with people.”

Because their sons’ nonprofits began
long before the boys could drive, Zeynep
and Serhat spent countless hours shut-
tling them to schools, fundraising pitch-
es, food drives and programs for the
homeless.

“My parents were very, very busy peo-
ple, but they always found time to help
me with Kids4Community,” Kenan said.

Serhat said he and his wife gave some
guidance and assistance, but the boys
took the initiative with their charities.
They were very resourceful and cre-
ative, and they had the wherewithal to
follow through.

“Our job as parents was just to sup-
port them,” he said. “We are very grate-
ful that when they asked for support, we
were able to provide it.”

CONNECT WITH
KIDS4COMMUNITY
& SPORTS4KIDS

kids4.org

sports4.org
10121 Carroll Canyon Rd

San Diego 92131
484-854-3742

LOOKING AHEAD

The members of the Pala family are
not resting on their laurels. Besides
their work on numerous nonprofit
boards, Zeynep and Serhat have started
Cross Ocean Ventures, an investment
fund for international startups.

Helping schools is standard family
practice. At SDSU, the couple created
the Ken Marino Entrepreneurship Ex-
cellence Award, named for an associate
dean who helped them in their early
years. They also created an endowment
fund to help startup companies find
SDSU student interns. Zeynep is on
the board of the Campanile Foundation,
which raises funds for the school, and
she is chairwoman of the SDSU Wom-
en’s Athletics Fund. She also mentors
young entrepreneurs at University of
California Berkeley.

Once they found success, Serhat said,
they felt an added need to express grat-
itude. “It is important, especially for

-

COURTESY PALA FAMILY
Arden Pala (lower left) learned the volunteer ethic by participating in his older brother’s
events. Kenan Pal