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“We are 
part of the 
process with 
them.”
- Monica Daye

Durham organization helps abuse 
survivors speak out through art 

By Victoria Johnson
UNC Staff Writer

Durham native Monica Daye was sex-
ually assaulted in a church when she was 
11.

“My whole life completely changed,” 
she said. “I went from an A/B student — 
outgoing, dancing — to being a student 
that was failing with D’s and F’s, rebel-
ling, cursing teachers out and getting in 
trouble.”

When she was 19, Daye stood up and 
spoke out. She read aloud her first poem 
before a crowd and soon after became 
a spoken word artist, a journey she said 
helped her heal from her trauma.

“I started writing poetry when I was 11, 
and it was just a way for me to express 
myself,” Daye said. “When I couldn’t 
articulate what I wanted to say, I could 
really express my emotions, my feelings, 
my hurt, my pain in a poem.”

After she published a book about her 
experiences, many organizations fighting 
domestic and sexual abuse invited her to 
speak at their events. She said that’s how 
she noticed “a gap” — that few organiza-
tions used art as therapy, which had been 
crucial to her own healing.

That’s why she founded StandUp-Speak-
Out of North Carolina, a Durham-based 
organization that uses art therapy to help 
children heal from sexual abuse and do-
mestic violence, in 2004. 
StandUp-SpeakOut also 
seeks to prevent the cycle 
of generational abuse and 
teach kids the power of 
words.

“The organization is 
built on the services and 
programs that were not 
available when I was a 
child who was experi-
encing my own trauma,” 
Daye said.

Among other programs, 
StandUp-SpeakOut offers 
school support groups, 
where they go into schools and talk about 
topics like bullying and healthy dating.

Tai Caldwell is StandUp-SpeakOut’s 
community outreach facilitator, a position 
she took up in 2018.

“What I do as a community outreach 
facilitator is to go and enhance the lives of 
our young people by helping them under-

stand how much power they have within 
themselves,” she said.

One of the community outreach activi-
ties, 3 C’s and a T, teaches about choices, 
consequences, coping skills and triggers.

According to the nonprofit’s impact 
report, the organization served over 1,000 
K-12 students in their community outreach 

programs last year.
StandUp-SpeakOut 

also offers a year-round 
program and summer 
camp called Girl Speak-
Out, for girls between the 
ages of 10 and 18. It uses 
the arts to boost girls’ 
self-esteem and teaches 
them to speak out against 
abuse.

Daye said these 
programs are all “safe 
spaces”: judgment-free 
zones where kids can 
speak freely and feel safe. 
That’s why she said she 

prefers to hire volunteers with “real lived 
experience” as survivors or witnesses of 
domestic or sexual abuse.

“The generation we deal with, they need 
real people in front of them,” she said. 
“And they’ll recognize if you’re not.”

That’s why they dress down and disclose 
whether they are survivors.

“When we go into these spaces, we get 
on the floor with them,” Daye said. “If 
they’re painting, we’re painting. If they’re 
dancing, we’re dancing. If they’re writing, 
we’re writing. We are a part of the process 
with them.”

Sometimes it’s stressful, but Daye says 
it’s worth it — especially when she hears 
girls say they came forward as a result 
of StandUp-SpeakOut’s programs. Last 
year, a 15-year-old in Girl SpeakOut was 
sexually assaulted when she was walking 
back home. She and Caldwell went to the 
hospital and stayed with her until 1 a.m.

“While sitting there in that hospital, 
she shared that she wouldn’t have come 
forward if it wasn’t for knowing that she 
had our support,” Daye said.

They had talked about these issues in 
Girl SpeakOut, she said, repeatedly telling 
them that sexual assault is not OK.

“This is not what people should do to 
you. Your body is sacred. No one should 
violate that,” Daye said. “Because she 
continued to hear that, she felt confident 
enough to come forward and say this 
happened, and there’s so many girls who 
don’t.”

That’s why StandUp-SpeakOut exists.
“Those are the rewarding stories that 

say, ‘We’re on the right track,’” Daye said. 
“That’s what keeps me going.”

Using art therapy, StandUp-SpeakOut helps children heal from domestic and 
sexual abuse. The organization also educates on bullying and healthy dating.


