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BY CATHERINE HUGHES J PHOTOS BY SHEILA JOHNSON, STUDIO J PHOTOGRAPHY 0 n any given weekday morning in Sebastopol, California, Erica 
Vogel drives Highway 12 to work in Santa Rosa, passing cattle 
farms, fields of native bunchgrasses, and oak trees framing the 
Laguna de Santa Rosa wetlands. Traffic backs up, as it often does, 

but Vogel doesn't mind. She turns up the volume on her favorite music and 
takes in the view. Look where I get to live, she thinks. 

She's often thinking about purpose, power, and place-the three elements 
of a youth empowerment framework she's spent the last fifteen years putting 
into practice at Community Matters, a nonprofit dedicated to creating safe, 
welcoming, and inclusive schools and communities. 

It's a long way from Saint Luke's Hospital in San Francisco, where Vogel 
was born, and farther still from Jackson County, Michigan, where she would 
later spend several years as a nonprofit leader with the YMCA, the American 
Heart Association, and Big Brothers Big Sisters. But the journey back to 
Sonoma County was deliberate. It was a homecoming shaped by a longing to 
return to a place she dearly loves. 

Vogel is the CEO of Community Matters. Its flagship program, Safe 
School Ambassadors, trains socially influential students, often not the 
traditional honor-roll leaders, but the kids their peers actually follow, to step 

in when they witness bullying or mistreatment on campus. The program operates 
in more than 2,200 schools across the USA, (including Guam, Puerto Rico, 
Japan, Paraguay, and Canada) and has trained over 180,000 young people in 
constructive peer-to-peer communication and de-escalation tools. It's evidence­
based, research-backed, and, according to Vogel, urgently needed. 

"We're not talking about your student-council president;' she explains. "We're 
talking about the kid who doesn't typically get nominated for scholarships or 
awards, but who has real influence in the circles of social interactions on campus:' 

Growing up in San Francisco, Vogel was raised by her single mother alongside 
her sister, Freya. The girls traveled to and from school on city transit, and as they 
grew older, their mother, Judy, began to worry about raising teenagers in the city. 
In 1984, when Vogel was thirteen, the family moved to Sebastopol. 

She couldn't sleep at first; the silence was too loud after years of falling asleep to 
the sounds of a busy city. But Sonoma County gave her something San Francisco 
hadn't: proximity to the Sonoma County Family YMCA camp. At thirteen, she 
became a volunteer counselor-in-training. It was her first experience working 
with young children, and she loved it from the start. By sixteen, as soon as she 
was old enough to be hired, she applied to be a camp counselor and spent every 
summer, spring break, and winter break working at the YMCA. 
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