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40 years of changes in approacnes to worRing wiith ana

ginalized young people. Despite the progress we have achieved during this time, the author reminds

us that young people must not only have access to resources and opportunities, but also must become

active in sharing and exercising power if we are to achieve our vision.

he decades between 1960 and 2000 have seen

tremendous shifts in youth policy and practice
in the United States. These shifts have altered the
definition of young people’s responsibilities, rights,
competencies, and needs, as well as those of their
families, institutions, and communities. Changes are
evident in the way youth, family, and community
issues are framed—for example, how the “deficits”
language has been softened by the concept of
“assets.” We’ve witnessed a shift in the roles that
young people, families, and community residents
are encouraged to play as stakeholders in their own
development. In addition, we’ve seen increases in
the youth, family, and community fields’ under-
standing of how much the well-being of their respec-
tive populations co-varies. Most importantly, and
most recently, there has been a growing awareness
of the synergy created when young people, families,
and community stakeholders plan and implement
projects together. As we think about where this can
take us, let us begin by examining the past four
decades in greater detail.

Looking Back

1960s. The sixties witnessed a growth in public and
political attention to identifying and understanding
youth with serious problems, such as dropouts, run-
aways, unwed parents, abused children and youth,
and delinquents. Who were they? Why were they in
trouble? What did they need? The numbers of youth
with problems was rising, as were the associated
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direct costs, and recognition that the indirect costs
associated with the loss of skilled human capital was
emerging. Dollars began to flow to increase the
capacity to work with these populations in public
institutions.

1970s. The birth of a response to these young peo-
ple focused on alternative youth services in the sev-
enties. The growth of these programs, made possible
by increases in federal and state dollars for “trou-
bled” youth, marked a shift in thinking about work-
ing with young people in difficult circumstances.
Though these youth were in need of help, they were
seen as capable of making decisions and helping
themselves. The programs built on, rather than
squelched, young people’s sense that they could
make a difference. By the end of the seventies the
calls for programs that addressed young people’s
needs before they ran away, dropped out, or became
pregnant began to grow. It was during this time that
the National Network for Youth was established.

1980s. A new emphasis on primary prevention took
hold in the eighties. Practitioners and policymakers
honed in on the high cost and modest effectiveness of
crisis programs, but the focus remained on reducing
problems. Hundred of programs and curricula
emerged to stop teens from drinking, smoking, hav-
ing sex (or unprotected sex), being truant or violent.
As the redundancies became clear (multiple programs
targeting the same young people), the calls for com-
prehensive prevention programs grew louder.



1990s. It was in this decade that the youth develop-
ment approach began to take root. The idea that
“problem-free is not fully prepared” took hold. This
sparked calls for increased funding of non-problem-
focused programming, in addition to changes in
approach and funding among programs and practi-
tioners who traditionally worked with vulnerable
youth. The National Collaboration for Youth grew
in members and visibility. Youth-worker training
received attention. The idea that “young people
grow up in communities, not programs” also gained
currency, encouraging a new call for greater com-
munity investment in

mented—especially among older youth who are
ready not only for more choice and voice, but for
more opportunities to have a visible impact. But the
idea that youth participation is critical to commu-
nity change has not been firmly embraced (see Fig-
ure 1). Without persistent advocacy, youth partici-
pation will be promoted as a community program
rather than as a community principle.

Data from Community Change for Youth Devel-
opment—a multiyear demonstration project under-
taken by Public/Private Ventures (P/PV) to assess the
capacity and impact of a community’s ability to

increase the “core vita-

youth development. A
renewed emphasis was
placed on the establish-
ment of the National
Commission on Youth
and Community Service. It
was also during this time
that the National Net-
work for Youth coined the
term “Community Youth
Development” (Pittman,
1996, pp. 4-8) to signal a
new approach to youth
development. This appro-
ach was powered by the
belief that young people
and adults could work
together to change their
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mins” for youth develop-
ment—can be used to
demonstrate this point.?
Youth surveys in three
communities  revealed
that young people are
aware of their own needs
as well as the needs of
their communities (Sipe
& Ma, 1998). The data
confirm that young peo-
ple know what the prob-
lems are and have a sense
of how to address them
and, with the right sup-
port and resources, can
make a positive change.
Consider the following:

Youth
Participation

communities into places
where young people could grow up healthy.

Looking Forward

The good news is that youth participation is in.' It
has emerged as a powerful strategy for engaging
older youth. It holds the promise of instilling a sense
of civic and social responsibility in adolescents and
young adults and bringing new energy and opti-
mism to community problem solving. But balancing
the goals of individual youth development and
youth and adult action for community change will
require significant work. And staying committed to
the young people most in need will require constant
vigilance.

The Next Paradigm Shift: From Youth Participa-
tion for Youth Development to Youth and Adult
Partnerships for Community Change

As noted, significant progress has been made in pro-
moting the argument that community change is crit-
ical to youth development—indeed, young people
do not grow up in programs, but in communities.
And the argument that meaningful participation is
critical to youth development has been well docu-

® Young people feel the effects of crime and vio-
lence

¢ They see the results of idleness and lack of super-
vision

e They frequently participate in structured activi-
ties as young teens, but participation declines
with age

¢ They lack work and employment opportunities

¢ They want adult support

¢ They want to help make things better

The P/PV project hopes to help fill these voids by
providing communities with technical assistance
and leveraging dollars to increase five core “vita-
mins” for youth: adult supports, positive activities
in the non-school hours, meaningful work and serv-
ice experiences, opportunities to be involved in
shaping their own environments, and support
through transition periods (e.g., middle school to
high school).

Equally important is that the list above cries out
for solutions. This is where definitions of youth par-
ticipation become critical, for they determine the
timing and extent of youth engagement in solving



problems. For a moment, let’s fast-forward two
years to the future and assume that the surveyed
communities have put a range of responses in place:
community policing, citizen patrols, extended-hours
youth centers, apprenticeships, mentoring pro-
grams, school-based service and a youth service
corps, for example. Presumably, young people are
the beneficiaries. But which initiatives did they sug-
gest or help plan? For how many did they advocate?
How many have youth volunteers or employees?

If the phrase “they [the youth] want to help”
were interpreted narrowly by the adults in power,
the answer would be probably just a few. In this
scenario, while youth participation is likely in many
programs, youth will only volunteer or be hired in
those programs that have youth service or employ-
ment as their goal. In contrast, if the phrase “they
want to help” were interpreted broadly as “they
want to help address each of the issues they raised,”
the answer could be quite different. Young people,
suddenly, become “at the table” stakeholders in
planning and implementing every response from
community policing to mentoring. The numbers of
youth involved—not just as participants, but as
staff, planners, organizers, and volunteers—sky-
rockets when participation is seen as a principle
rather than a program.

We must echo Barry Checkoway’s warning:®

There is a tendency in the youth development
field to accept all notions of youth participation
and to embrace all forms of practice. Some of
what passes today as “youth participation” actu-
ally may be a new form of agency service deliv-
ery in disguise.

Youth participation for youth development.
Youth participation for community change. Differ-
ent goals, different strategies; maybe even different
proponents and funders. This isn’t semantics: it’s a
critical distinction that I, for one, have been slow to
grasp. It is a distinction that, if grabbed, will shape
the way youth development ideas are marketed in
the years ahead. It took a decade of work to move
the idea that young people don’t grow up in pro-
grams, they grow up in communities. Perhaps we
can accelerate the learning curve for the next chal-
lenge—participation shouldn’t occur just in pro-
grams, it should occur in communities.

The Next Definition Shift:

From “Problem Youth” to “Problem Solvers”
While most would agree that there have been posi-
tive shifts during the last 40 years of youth policy,
these changes have had some unexpected conse-
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quences. Slowly but surely, we have shifted the focus
and resources away from older, marginalized youth
to elementary and middle school youth who are “at
risk” of, but not struggling with, the problems that
caught the public’s attention several decades ago.
The younger/lower risk group is where “smart
investments” are now being made, investments that
are seen as having a pay-off in both problem reduc-
tion and work-force preparation. The rapid growth
of federal and state funding for after-school pro-
gramming (e.g., the 21st Century Schools program)
is a testament to this. While these investments are
clearly needed, many in the youth field feel that once
again one age group—this time elementary and mid-
dle schoolers—is being pitted against older, non-col-
lege-bound youth in the competition for public
attention and public dollars.

There is reason to be concerned that the next 40
years will see a quiet reversal of progress for young
people in the most vulnerable situations. While the
idea of promoting the development of “fully pre-
pared youth” will continue to take hold, it will be
realized through strategies in policy-reinforced prac-
tices that reach young people earlier—with the
expectation that they will thrive on relatively light
but constant doses of support. Those who do not—
those who are “on track” at age eight but begin to
slip at 12 and are clearly “off track” at 15—may not
receive the supports and opportunities they need to
regain their position.

There is a real danger that the “early invest-
ment” push, combined with the lingering “fix then
develop” mentality, will make it less likely that the
young people most in need of services and supports
and opportunities will get them. Even as it becomes
clear, not only that “problem-free isn’t fully pre-
pared” but that “fully prepared isn’t fully partici-
pating,” it is possible that young people on the mar-
gins—especially those 15 and older—will remain
there. Evidence is mounting that those who, at 16,
have not connected with something—school, work,
sports, activism—are at high risk of remaining “dis-
connected.” Recent research reveals that older
youth have fewer supports and opportunities than
younger adolescents and that the consequences of
this disconnection are dire. The set of studies,
spearheaded by Douglas Besharov at the American
Enterprise Institute, concludes that young people
who are disconnected during three or more transi-
tional years between ages 17 and 23 are significantly
more likely to end up poor, on welfare, in prison or
unemployed as adults.*

We will do a disservice to all young people if we
do not find ways to create a public idea of youth as
change agents: one that starts rather than concludes
with the engagement of young people whose lives



and communities are most in need of change. The
nineties brought us perilously close to promoting
youth development strategies that fail to address the
realities of those most in need. We cannot repeat this
mistake as we promote youth participation.

Next Steps: Youth Engagement for

Community Change as a Public Idea

Community Youth Development promises to be a
powerful tool for transforming organizations that
currently work with youth. Dedicated organizations
have made enormous strides over the past few years
in making this goal a reality through the articulation
of good organizational practice. But there is a larger
challenge: reaching those organizations and individ-
uals who do not have youth problems or youth
development as a priority. These audiences need a
simpler and cleaner message about the power of
youth participation for community improvement
and community change.

Former U.S. Secretary of Labor Robert Reich
(1998) talks about the power of public ideas—ideas
that are promoted through public policy, imple-
mented through mission-driven organizational prac-
tice, and rooted in individual beliefs and expecta-
tions. It seems almost impossible to achieve gains
engaging young people as agents of change without
making Community Youth Development an idea
that is well ingrained in the public consciousness.
This lesson is brought home clearly when youth par-
ticipation is viewed through an international lens.*

Along with colleagues in seven countries, Connie
Flanagan, a researcher at Penn State, conducts compar-
ative research on adolescent views of the “social con-
tract.” She underscores the importance of “collective
responsibility,” a concept embodied in two key youth
institutions: family and school (1998, pp. 457-475):

Youth who hear an ethic of social respon-
sibility emphasized in their families are
more likely than their compatriots to be
engaged in some type of service to their
communities. They are also more commit-
ted to public interest goals such as belping
their country, preserving the environment,
and assisting the less fortunate. Likewise,
feelings of student solidarity and identifica-
tion with the institution of the school are
related to adolescents’ civic commitments
across countries, despite the fact that the
school’s role as a training ground for
democracies is less developed in some
countries than others.

Flanagan goes on to talk about the importance
of broader public policies:
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Tve been struck by the extent to which
national and state policies shape the con-
texts in which adolescents make decisions.
Through minimum wage and child labor
laws, the structure and funding of school
systems, or subsidies for higher education,
to name a few, the state’s policies inform
widespread beliefs about what are func-
tional choices and normative bebhaviors for
teens. In fact, such policies even define the
boundaries of adolescence.’

We will have to work carefully in this country to
identify or create the public ideas that undergird a
sustained effort to bring all young people into the
civic, social, and economic arenas of their commu-
nities as lifelong learners, workers, and change
agents. We must recognize that this public idea, like
any stable platform, must have at least three legs:
one in policy, one in public opinion and values, and
a third in organizational practice. We could argue
for the importance of a fourth leg in youth culture,
for this idea must resonate with young people, tap
into their resources, and unleash their potential.

The convergence of interest in youth participa-
tion creates a window of opportunity to promote
the quality and quantity of supports and opportuni-
ties for young people and adults to work together as
effective citizens committed to social and commu-
nity change (see Figure 2). This opportunity could
be wasted, however, if the expectations of those who
can potentially fund, plan, implement, participate
in, and evaluate these efforts are not raised signifi-
cantly. To maximize impact, youth participation
must be seen as:

e Critical to the immediate well-being of communi-
ties and institutions, not just the youth involved.
There is a need to define and maintain a balance
between individual development and civic or com-
munity change.

Occurring everywhere, not just in separate youth-
specific projects. There is a need to define youth
participation as an integral part of community
planning and problem solving rather than as a
series of discrete, compartmentalized projects.

Occurring in many forms—service, governance,
advocacy, organizing.

Involving learning and work, as opposed to
uncompensated volunteering that is detached
from career interests.



Figure 2. Youth Action

Youth Contributing
to Communities

Young people and adults working
together to create the necessary
conditions for the successful development
of themselves, their peers,
families and communities.

Communities
Supporting Youth

Youth Action is youth of all ages, circumstances and backgrounds making a difference building skills, supporting people, voicing
opinions, acting on issues, leading causes, advocating for change, creating solutions, organizing groups, educating others, assess-
ing progress in their lives and others’ — their peers, families, organizations and communities — by taking on challenging, visible
roles as interns, observers, volunteers, staff, advocates, educators, planners, council members, team leaders, organizers, founders
with others — their peers, near peers, family members, community members, youth professionals other adults — to address
issues such as racism, poverty, homophobia, the environment or improve community housing, jobs, safety, commerce, infra-
structure, human services, education, arts, culture, media, faith, and ethics, civic participation, social interaction and the individ-
ual growth of residents.
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