
 
 

The Value of Youth Organizing  
 
 

December 17, 2012 
 
 
 

Jerusha Conner*  
 
 
 
The Kinder & Braver World Project: Research Series (danah boyd, John Palfrey, and Dena 
Sacco, editors)  
 
Brought to you by the Born This Way Foundation & the Berkman Center for Internet & 
Society at Harvard University, and supported by the John D. & Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

*Jerusha Conner is an Assistant Professor of Education at Villanova University. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 {1} 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Across the country, adolescents have become deeply involved in struggles for equity and 
social justice, as they work to promote a kinder, braver world. Although youth have long 
been leaders in social change efforts, today’s young people are increasingly supported in this 
work through youth organizing programs. This paper explains what youth organizing is, 
identifies four ways in which it benefits the young people involved, offers suggestions for 
mitigating any downsides of participation, and addresses barriers that youth organizing  
groups may face.  
 
II. WHAT IS YOUTH ORGANIZING?  
 
Youth organizing has several characteristics that distinguish it from other types of 
community-based youth programming: 
 

• Youth organizing is a strategy that trains young people to engage in collective action 
to improve institutions in their communities that directly affect them. Youth 
organizers may target systems like the education system, the immigration system, or 
the juvenile justice system, or they may work to change policy and practice in specific 
issue areas, such as economic justice or environmental justice. 

 
• Youth organizing adopts the twin goals of fostering youth development and 

effecting social change. Through political education workshops, retreats, and 
trainings, youth organizers develop critical understandings and skills. Through direct 
action campaigns focused on particular policies or practices, youth exert their power 
to make their demands for change heard by adults in positions of authority. It is this 
emphasis on positioning youth as advocates, activists, and change agents that 
differentiates youth organizing from other youth development programs. 

 
• Youth organizing for education reform is one of the fastest growing areas of this 

field. It focuses on engaging youth to make schools and school systems more 
responsive to their needs and aspirations and more equitable. A central concern of 
many youth organizers working to push education reform is ensuring equity and 
access to high-quality schooling for all children, regardless of their race or ethnicity, 
socioeconomic status, or home language. 

 
• Many youth organizing programs are youth led, meaning that the youth decide the 

focus of the campaigns they run as well as the strategies that will be used. Youth may 
also lead workshops, trainings, and support groups for one another.   
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• Youth organizing has been particularly effective at engaging low-income youth of 
color, undocumented youth, and youth who have been otherwise marginalized by 
social structures and institutions. Youth organizing pays particular attention to issues 
of oppression.  

 
Some examples of youth organizing groups include: 
 

• The Philadelphia Student Union (PSU), a youth organizing group founded by a 
dozen high school students in 1995, includes chapters at eight high schools (six of 
which are comprehensive, neighborhood high schools) and a Youth Leadership team 
that coordinates citywide campaigns. Approximately 80 percent of its members are 
low-income youth of color. Since its inception, PSU has focused its organizing work 
on educational reform. For example, for nine years it has sustained a campaign 
targeting teacher equity – the distribution of qualified and experienced teachers 
across schools. The campaign has included public forums, hearings at city council, a 
briefing at the U.S. Senate, testimonies at school board meetings, creative actions, 
and youth-produced videos and radio segments. In addition, PSU students 
collaborated with the Education First Compact to craft a Teacher Equity Platform, 
with specific demands and recommendations. For more information, see 
http://home.phillystudentunion.org 

 
• United We Dream, a coalition of youth organizing groups focused on improving 

immigrant youths’ access to legal status and higher education, was founded in 
Washington, D.C. in 2008. United We Dream developed first as an informal 
coalition of youth organizers advocating for the passage of the 2001 Dream Act; 
however, the national structure was created with the vision that young people whose 
lives are directly impacted by unjust immigrant laws should lead. The mission of the 
organization is to achieve equal access to higher education for all people, regardless 
of immigrant status, and to address the inequalities and obstacles faced by immigrant 
youth. For more information, see www.unitedwedream.org.  

 
• The Youth Leadership and Development Campaign (YLD) was founded in 

1993 as part of the Southwest Network for Environmental and Economic Justice. 
The organization focuses on engaging youth in decision making processes, building 
leaders, and building community to address local environmental and economic 
justice issues. By “continually training and incorporating a cadre of youth of color 
organizers,” YLD seeks to “refresh the environmental and economic justice 
movement.” The YLD Campaign leadership is comprised of a core group of 15 
youth representatives from member organizations that guide the work of the 
Campaign. One of YLD’s most popular programs is the Southwest Network 
Summer Youth Placement Program, which was first held in 1994. A 10-week 
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summer internship program for high school and college age youth, this program 
helps to build capacity of Southwest Network Affiliates in Texas, New Mexico, 
Colorado, Arizona, California, and the Northern Border States of Mexico. For more 
information on the Southwest Network Summer Youth Placement Program and 
YLD, see http://www.sneej.org/youthandenviromentaljustice.htm.  

 
III. HOW DOES YOUTH ORGANIZING BENEFIT YOUTH?  
 
Studies have found that high-quality youth organizing can result in specific developmental 
benefits to youth. While these benefits are not all unique to youth organizing, and while 
there are other arenas and activity spaces in which youth can develop the knowledge, skills, 
and developmental assets highlighted here, the constellation of outcomes and the ways in 
which they are fostered may indeed be specific to youth organizing: 
 

• Youth learn critical thinking skills that enhance their sociopolitical 
development.  
Many youth organizing programs help youth learn to identify and analyze the root 
causes of social inequalities. As they examine structural explanations for the 
problems they perceive and experience in the world around them, youth become 
more acute social critics. They learn to probe beneath the surface of issues, to 
challenge taken-for-granted ideologies, and to think critically about issues of power 
and oppression. 
 

• Youth learn interpersonal skills and communication skills that can last into 
adulthood. 
To run an effective campaign with clear objectives, youth organizers must learn to 
work together, often bridging divides that typically separate them, including those of 
neighborhood, class, and race. They come to listen to and appreciate one another’s 
experiences, perspectives, and ideas. They learn to identify shared problems and 
common goals. 
 
They also learn to speak up. They come to see the importance and value of sharing 
their understandings not only with one another, but also with adults in positions of 
power. They learn to craft powerful, persuasive testimonies, delivered at rallies, 
community forums, such as school board meetings, and in private closed-door 
meetings with policymakers. They issue press releases, write reports, and respond to 
journalists. They learn to have confidence in their voice.      

 
• Youth develop a stronger sense of agency and psychological empowerment. 

As youth organizers engage real-world issues, they participate in authentic problem-
solving processes that may result in tangible changes to policy or practice. Youth 
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have led and won campaigns to hire more college counselors, to increase access to 
college preparatory coursework, and to obtain more adequate funding for their 
schools. Such victories fuel their momentum and leave youth feeling efficacious and 
powerful. At the same time, losses do not necessarily undermine their sense of 
collective agency. When dealt a blow, youth organizers learn to regroup, to 
persevere, and to continue to fight for what they believe in, aware that when united 
together, they represent a potent force with which to be reckoned.  

 
• Youth develop strong civic commitments and show a high propensity to be 

engaged in civic affairs as young adults.  
Youth organizers come to care deeply about their communities and issues of social 
justice, to believe that social change is possible, and to recognize their individual and 
collective responsibility for pushing for reform. Youth develop not only the skills 
necessary for participation in civic life, but also the motivation and inclination to 
participate. One study has found that compared to peers who were not involved in 
youth organizing but who were active in student government in high school, youth 
organizers show a greater likelihood to engage in political activities and community 
activism as young adults. 

 
IV. STRATEGIES FOR MITIGATING POTENTIAL DOWNSIDES TO 
 PARTICIPATION 
 
While involvement in youth organizing can lead to positive developmental outcomes for 
participants, youth organizing groups must acknowledge and work to mitigate potential 
drawbacks.  
 

• When campaigns are not effective at securing the changes youth demand, 
youth may grow frustrated and question their efficacy.  
Youth organizing groups frequently evaluate their campaigns and extract lessons 
about what went well and what did not so that they can then apply these 
understandings to renewed efforts and future campaigns. Such assessment of 
strengths and weaknesses can help youth recognize their own and their group’s 
growth and progress, while teaching important lessons about perseverance.  
 
In addition, high-quality youth organizing groups help youth recognize successes 
even in the face of defeat. For example, even though they may not have convinced 
policymakers to end a punitive youth curfew, youth organizers may have built their 
own communication skills as well as their groups’ credibility and power when they 
spoke about how the policy adversely impacts them at city council meetings and 
when they met individually with elected officials. 
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Finally, well-established youth organizing groups recognize the importance of 
balancing long-term, sustained efforts to promote change with short-term, 
immediate “wins” that increase participants’ motivation and sustain momentum. 
Such “wins” can also stave off the boredom that might arise from the often glacial 
pace of social change. 

 
• The urgent and often exhilarating work of reform may consume youth to the 

point that they either neglect other areas of their life or burn out. 
High-quality youth organizing groups offer structures, such as mentoring, tutoring or 
homework help, internal support groups or healing circles, and connections to other 
civic organizations to ensure that youth have the support they need to succeed in 
school and secure admission to college or a job following their high school 
graduation.  

 
Many youth organizing groups maintain an “open door” policy, wherein members 
who have needed to limit their involvement for a period of time are always welcome 
to return to the group and recommit to the efforts. Some groups even encourage 
youth to moderate their participation, to “step up and step back”, as the demands of 
their lives dictate.  

 
• When youth “age out” of youth roles, they may struggle to find opportunities 

to sustain their involvement in organizing and activism.  
Several youth organizing groups recognize the importance of engaging their alumni. 
They send electronic newsletters to keep alumni updated, host parties for alumni to 
remain connected with one another, invite alumni to attend campaign-related actions 
and events, and even create consultant or advisory roles for alumni who wish to 
maintain their involvement in the organization. 
 
Youth organizing groups build bridges to other civic organizations in their own 
community and create networks with similar organizations in other communities, 
facilitating what Shawn Ginwright, a leading researcher in this area, calls a 
“leadership pipeline,” so that as youth mature, they can draw on these networks to 
maintain their involvement in the issues they care about most.   

 
V. WHAT BARRIERS DO YOUTH ORGANIZERS FACE?  
 
All community organizers must struggle with securing funding for their work, building their 
base, enduring the slow process of social change, and navigating the unique politics and 
bureaucratic peculiarities of the institutions they are targeting. Due to their age, however, 
youth organizers face additional challenges that their adult community organizing 
counterparts may not.  These challenges include the following: 
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• Adultism. Organizing is a strategy typically employed by those who have been 

excluded or marginalized by virtue of their socioeconomic status or their racial, 
ethnic, or linguistic background. Youth organizers must confront the added 
challenge of adultism, manifest in the view that they are naïve, inexperienced, or 
incompetent. Because most youth organizers are also low-income students of color, 
the dynamics of race and class add further layers to this deficit perspective. 
 

•  Access. Because they are restricted from voting until they are aged 18, youth lack a 
formal political means for making their voices heard. Furthermore, because they 
must spend most of their day in school, youth also have little connection to 
professional networks and organizations (such as unions) or to traditional broadcast 
media. Even in schools, the dominant hierarchical structure precludes youths’ voices 
from being solicited or heard. 

 
• Aging Out. A final challenge particular to youth organizing is the transitory nature 

of its participants. Youth only remain youth for a finite period of time. Therefore, 
the leadership base these organizations establish is ephemeral. The most experienced 
youth organizers inevitably “age out,” taking with them important institutional 
memories. The bounded nature of “youth” results in high organizational turnover 
and a constantly revolving door of core members.   

 
Despite the barriers that stand in the way of youth organizers, youth possess unique 
strengths that can help them persevere and prevail. Youths’ firsthand knowledge of 
institutions such as schools and juvenile justice systems provides essential testimony for 
those who seek to improve social infrastructure. Additionally, youth are energetic and often 
idealistic. When they recognize injustice, they insist that conditions can and should be better, 
rather than accept the status quo. Finally, youth organizers often incorporate humor and fun 
into serious, even infuriating work. This tendency to combine work with play, which may 
have the added benefit of strengthening group ties, may well be a particular strength of 
youth organizers.  
 
VI. CONCLUSION 
 
Youth organizing offers a rich context for learning and growth, particularly for youth who 
have been traditionally least well-served by our institutions and systems. It positions youth 
not as the leaders of tomorrow, but as leaders today, and acknowledges that youth have a 
right to participate in conversations about the decisions that affect them the most. Those of 
us committed to this enterprise of creating a kinder, braver world would do well to look to 
and learn from the bold, courageous work of youth organizers, who are challenging injustice, 
commanding respect, and forging the way forward. 
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USEFUL WEBSITES  
 

• The Funders Collaborative on Youth Organizing: http://www.fcyo.org 
 

• The Forum for Youth Investment: http://forumfyi.org 
 

• Movement Strategy Center: http://movementbuilding.movementstrategy.org 
 

• What Kids Can Do: http://www.whatkidscando.org/ 
 
 
REFERENCE LIST 
 
Delgado, M. & Staples, L. (2008). Youth-led community organizing. Theory and Action. 

New York: Oxford University Press.  
 
Mediratta, K., Shah, S., & McAlister, S. (2009). Community organizing for stronger schools: Strategies 

and successes. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Educational Press. 
 
Shah, S. (2011). Building transformative youth leadership: Data on the impacts of youth organizing. 

(Occasional Paper Series on Youth Organizing, no. 11). New York Funders’ 
Collaborative on Youth Organizing. http://www.fcyo.org/toolsandresources 

 
Su, C. (2009). “Where youth have an actual voice: Teenagers as empowered stakeholders in 

school reform.” In G. Alonso, N. Anderson, C. Su & J. Theoharis (Eds.) Our schools 
suck: Students talk back to a segregated nation on the failures of urban education (pp. 143-176). 
New York: New York University Press. 

 
Terriquez, V. & Rogers, J. (forthcoming). http://www-bcf.usc.edu/~vterriqu/ 
 
Torres-Fleming, A., Valdes, P., & Pilli, S. (2010). Youth organizing field scan. New York: 

Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing. 
http://www.fcyo.org/otherfcyopublications 

 
 



 
 

Youth and Social Movements: Key Lessons for 
Allies  

 
 

December 17, 2012 
 
 
 

Sasha Costanza-Chock* 
 
 

 
The Kinder & Braver World Project: Research Series (danah boyd, John Palfrey, and Dena 
Sacco, editors)  
 
Brought to you by the Born This Way Foundation & the Berkman Center for Internet & 
Society at Harvard University, and supported by the John D. & Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
*Sasha Costanza-Chock is an Assistant Professor of Civic Media at MIT's Comparative 
Media Studies program and a Faculty Associate at the Berkman Center for Internet & 
Society. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

{1} 

 
 
Youth Justice Coalition's 50-Mile March For Respect, Los Angeles, December 2012. Photo by Youth Justice 
Coalition. 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION  
 
Young people are often key actors in powerful social movements that transform the course 
of human history. Indeed, youth have been deeply important to every progressive social 
movement, including the United States Civil Rights movement, the transnational LGBTQ 
movement, successive waves of feminism, environmentalism and environmental justice, the 
labor, antiwar, and immigrant rights movements, and more. In each of these cases, young 
people took part in many ways, including through the appropriation of the “new media” 
tools of their time, which they used to create, circulate, and amplify movement voices and 
stories. Yet today, youth are often framed in the mass media as, at best, apathetic, 
disengaged, and removed from civic action. At worst, youth (in the U.S., particularly youth 
of color) are subject to growing repression: increased surveillance, heightened policing, stop-
and-frisk policies on the streets, overbroad gang injunctions, and spiraling rates of juvenile 
incarceration. In this short article, I argue that we have much to learn from young people 
who are already engaged in mobilizing their peers, families, and communities towards 
positive social transformation. I discuss key challenges, and provide recommendations for 
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educators and adult allies of youth movements. 
 
II. YOUTH INVOLVEMENT IN SOCIAL MOVEMENTS  
 
Youth participation in social movements can provide us with important insights. While the 
following examples are drawn primarily from progressive movements in the U.S., I believe 
that the key points about youth agency and participation extend across geography and 
political orientation. 
  
Young people can be powerful agents of social change. Many young people have the 
desire and capacity to transform the world, and are looking for opportunities to do so. In 
fact, youth have been key actors in nearly every major social movement in modern history. 
During the U.S. Civil Rights movement, Claudette Colvin was just 15 when she was arrested 
for refusing to give up her seat on a Montgomery Bus to a white person (nine months before 
Rosa Parks). Young Civil Rights activists like Diane Nash developed new tactics like the 
Freedom Rides, and built powerful movement organizations such as the Student Non-
Violent Coordinating Committee. Youth activism is sometimes framed as a thing of the past, 
but nothing could be further from the truth. In the past year alone, young people have been 
important participants in movements to topple dictatorships in Tunisia and Egypt, protest 
austerity measures and corruption in Greece and Spain, and defend public education in 
Canada and Chile. Young people across the world took part in the Occupy movement to 
draw attention to rising wealth inequality. Courageous undocumented youth activists (like 
Jorge Gutierrez, Nancy Meza, and many more in networks like United We Dream and 
Dreamactivist.org) conducted sit-ins that, in 2012, built enough pressure to force the Obama 
administration to announce a temporary deferral on the deportation of undocumented 
youth. These are only a few of many recent examples. 
 
Youth often innovate social movement media practices. We see this across movements 
and across decades: girls and young women created riot-grrl feminist Zine culture, record 
labels, and a DIY music industry in the 80s and early 90s. Middle and high school students 
used MySpace and text messages, as well as flyers and film screenings, to circulate 
information about high school walkouts against the anti-immigrant Sensenbrenner bill 
(HR4437) in 2006. In 2007, youth used blogs and social media to organize actions around 
the civil rights issues prompted by the Jena 6 case, and in 2010 used Ustream to livestream 
DREAM activist sit-ins in Senator McCain's office to call attention to the need for 
immigration reform. In 2012, they used Facebook and Twitter to circulate information about 
Justice for Trayvon Martin, a black youth murdered by a neighborhood watchman. Young 
people appropriate every new form of media for their own ends, including for social 
movement purposes.     
  
Youth can speak truth to power, in ways their peers can hear. Young activists often 
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develop powerful concepts and use sophisticated aesthetic forms to call out or identify 
systems of oppression, speak up, and mobilize their peers. For example, take a look at the 
approaches used by groups like Youth Justice Coalition in Los Angeles, FIERCE LGBTQ 
youth and Global Action Project in New York City, and Detroit Future Youth. Peer-to-peer 
learning extends to social movement activity as well as to other areas that are more 
commonly discussed, such as digital media literacies. The Civil Rights Movement developed 
Freedom Schools; youth organizers today have developed spaces and networks for sharing 
both organizing and media making skills. During the annual Allied Media Conference in 
Detroit, young people from many different movement networks gather to build stronger 
alliances through sharing media-making, technology, and artistic skills. For example, check 
out the “Shawty got Skillz Skillshare” and “DiscoTech” approaches to creating safe spaces 
for peer-to-peer learning among young women and girls of color.   
 
Youth movements frequently operate outside formal channels of political 
participation. While many youth do participate in formal organizations (student groups, 
local chapters of national organizations, and so on), young people are more likely to become 
connected to social movement activity through their family or community. In addition, 
youth movements are increasingly transnational. Young people, especially immigrant youth, 
are often directly connected to social movements in other parts of the world, and are 
inspired by movements that they encounter via social media or television. In addition, youth 
involved in social movements often engage in prefigurative politics: this means that they 
attempt to organize according to the principles they would like to see enacted in the broader 
world. 
  
Often, youth who have to struggle the hardest develop the strongest connections to 
social movements. For example, in the U.S., LGBTQ youth of color, while often suffering 
violence, oppression, and exclusion, are also doing some of the most powerful organizing 
work. LGBTQ youth have been a key part of many modern social movements, not just 
LGBTQ struggles. In the U.S., many youth activists believe that explicitly challenging racism 
remains a crucial task for social transformation. Around the globe, wherever we look closely 
at social movements, we find that some of the most “invisible” young people are also the 
most active, engaged, and creative in movement strategy and tactics, as well as media 
production and use. 
 
III. KEY CHALLENGES  
 
Although youth have been and continue to be involved in progressive social movements, 
they face powerful challenges.  
 
First, youth movements are mostly invisible, within the broader context of systematic 
misrepresentation of youth throughout the globalized media system. Positive messages about 
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youth agency, while laudable, frequently focus on individual behavior change; youth are 
rarely represented as social movement participants or leaders.  
 
Second, not all young people are “Digital Natives.” Many people assume that youth 
automatically understand all forms of digital media. While young people do often have a 
certain comfort level with information and communication technologies (ICTs) compared to 
adults, youth digital media literacies are radically unequal, structured by lines of class, race, 
gender, and geography. In a landscape where social movement participation is increasingly 
mediated through networked ICTs, access inequality undermines the potentially 
emancipatory potential of youth movements.  
 
Third, there's a War on Youth. Unfortunately, it is impossible to talk about youth 
movements in the U.S. without also talking about what youth organizers like Kim McGill (of 
Youth Justice Coalition) and critical educators like Henry A. Giroux refer to as the War on 
Youth. Youth of color, particularly young Black and brown boys but increasingly also girls, 
are targeted by laws, policies, and practices of heightened surveillance, repression, and 
criminalization. These push youth out of schools and into prisons, in a system that youth 
organizers call the “school-to-prison pipeline.” So-called Stop-and-Frisk policies and gang 
injunctions are deployed primarily in low income communities of color, and youth 
movements of color have also historically been targeted as “gangs” (for example, the Black 
Panther Party and the Young Lords). There is a growing youth-led movement against Stop-
and-Frisk, strongest in major cities like New York City and Los Angeles but spreading across 
the country. Supporting youth movements includes challenging repressive laws, policies, and 
practices. 
 
IV. HOW TO SUPPORT YOUTH MOVEMENTS  
 
Educators and adult allies who want to support youth organizers can help in the following 
ways. This is not meant to be a comprehensive list, but to provide some key points based on 
what we know about how youth movements work: 
 
Respect and Recognition. Start from a place of respect for young people's autonomy, 
opinions, desires, and actual capacity to take part in and lead powerful social movements that 
can truly transform the world. In addition, do not dismiss youth who do engage in 
prefigurative politics as “unfocused,” “ineffective,” or “idealistic.” Young people considered 
rash by their elders have often sparked social transformation that was later seen as 
“inevitable,” such as the Civil Rights Movement. Instead of shutting down youth activists, 
adult allies can engage in open dialogue about strategy and tactics and take youth opinions 
seriously. 
 
Representation. Challenge racist, misogynist, and heteronormative representations of 
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young people wherever you find them. Lift up and share examples of young people who do 
get involved in social movements, or even better, help create opportunities for youth 
activists to share their own experiences with peers. 
 
Real talk. Have open conversations with youth about systems of power, oppression, 
resistance, and liberation. Capitalism, racism, and patriarchy, as well as individualism, 
competition, and consumerism, are interlinked systems that deeply impact all young people's 
lives. Discuss them together in intergenerational spaces, without trying to impose one 
“correct” way of understanding them. Together, youth and adult allies can surface alternative 
narratives like unity, equity, diversity, respect, inclusion, bravery, and connected fate. 
Encourage, rather than suppress, gender and race talk, and explicitly address structural and 
institutional racism and patriarchy, while supporting the development of an intersectional 
analysis. Real talk helps youth build real movements. 
 
V. CONCLUSION  
 
Youth are often dismissed for a lack of civic engagement, or attacked for being disruptive. 
Yet disruption of oppressive laws, norms, and practices is a crucial aspect of all liberatory 
movements: think of the struggle to end slavery, or to gain suffrage for women. We should 
recognize and respect young people as potentially powerful social movement actors, and 
allocate resources to support, amplify, and extend their impact. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
There is not much research exploring leadership development and civic participation among 
youth, and even less among young women. Policymakers and others seeking to better serve 
youth in pursuit of a “kinder, braver world” should take into account the research that does 
exist. This research indicates that youth who engage in service to their communities learn 
leadership skills through civic action and may be more likely to vote and be civically engaged 
as adults. Youth who demonstrate leadership skills can, and should, be considered current 
assets to their communities.  
 
II. KEY LESSONS FROM EXISTING RESEARCH 
 
1. Leadership is the application of ability and agency to exercise authority, which is 
used to positively influence others.  
Leadership should not be understood as “power over”, but instead as “power to…” and 
“power with…” The product of leadership (e.g., the task accomplished) matters more than 
the fact that one may have others willing to follow them. 
 
2. Adults should model positive leadership.   
There are three primary types of effective adult/youth partnerships: facilitation, 
apprenticeship, and joint work.1 The model an organization employs reflects whether it 
prioritizes process or product, or seeks to balance both.   

• Through facilitation, adults provide limited guidance to students; adults’ primary 
role is to create an environment in which youth select their own projects, establish 
their own deadlines, and lead their own meetings. This approach is most conducive 
to helping youth build skills such as strategic thinking or planning. 

• Apprenticeship balances youth development of leadership skills with emphasis on 
campaign success. Adults serve as coaches, helping students implement their ideas 
with more hands-on participation and advice than in facilitation. Typically, this 
approach works best for organizations that seek to balance leadership development 
with a specific goal, such as organizing a rally or workshop. 

• A joint work model, in which adults and students work collaboratively, may be best 
for organizations focused primarily on creating a successful campaign. Typically, this 
kind of partnership imparts the lessons of leadership tacitly, and more through 
hands-on practice than through mentorship. 

 
3. There are two primary strategies of leadership. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Kirshner, B. (2008). Guided participation in three youth activism organizations: Facilitation, 
apprenticeship, and joint work. The Journal of the Learning Sciences, 17(1), 60-101.  
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• In transformational leadership, the leader initiates a kind of partnership with 
followers that is based on mutual trust and invites collaboration.  

• In contrast, transactional leadership is a more traditional technique that involves 
setting objectives and responsibilities for followers. With this strategy, the leader 
appeals to followers’ self-interest to inspire cooperation.   

 
4.  Women appear to be particularly effective as transformational leaders.  
Research suggests that women may be more likely to adopt transformational, rather than 
transactional, leadership styles. In addition, some studies show that women are more 
effective than men when both apply the same transformational techniques. Other studies 
suggest that women may be perceived as more effective leaders when they adopt a group-
oriented (i.e., transformational), compared to when they employ a task-oriented (i.e., 
transactional) one. Because leadership interacts so thoroughly with gender, it is helpful to 
consider leadership development through a gender-specific lens. 
 
II. WHAT WORKS? TWO CASE STUDIES 
 
Two studies on leadership programs for young women serve as a basis for recommendations 
on how to best implement leadership development programs.   
 
1. Case Study #1: Sadie Nash Leadership Project 
Sadie Nash Leadership Project (SNLP) is a New York City-based non-profit organization 
that seeks to develop leadership skills among girls in high school through after-school and 
summer programs offering academic work and youth-initiated social justice projects. Each 
year, the organization works with approximately 300 young women in New York City and 
Newark, New Jersey. Participants are often eligible for free- or reduced-price lunch, attend a 
public high school, and are primarily young women of color from diverse ethnic and racial 
backgrounds. Research suggests that, through this project, participants develop multiple 
definitions of leadership, develop a heightened awareness of self-as-leader, understand 
diverse responsibilities of leadership, and recognize forces that may work against leadership 
development, such as social inequalities, stereotypes, or discrimination. Findings suggest that 
the program encourages leadership development through multiple techniques, including2:  

(1) The maintenance of a safe space exclusively for women; 
(2) Emphasis on community; 
(3) The modeling of female leadership by the adults facilitating and participating in the 

program; and,  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 Hoyt, M. A. (2008). Leadership and adolescent girls: A qualitative study of leadership development. 
American Journal of Community Psychology, 42(3-4), 203-219.  
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(4) Group discussions and analyses of status-quo structures of power (including 
institutionalized oppression) as challenges these low-income young women face as 
emerging leaders. 

 
2. Case Study #2: The Young Women’s Leadership Program  
The Young Women’s Leadership Program engaged students at three public high schools in a 
small town in central California consisting of predominantly white (68 percent) and Latina 
(20 percent) students.3 The program met once a week after school for 15 weeks with the goal 
of enacting a social justice campaign to raise awareness of a youth-chosen issue. A study of 
this program identified two themes: 

(1) Adult guidance is necessary to promote a broad understanding of leadership; and,  
(2) A space where young women feel safe, and comfortable expressing themselves, is 
essential to their empowerment. 

 
III. RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Based on the research and interventions described above, the following recommendations 
might help those hoping to promote young women’s leadership through school-based, after-
school, and co-curricular programs.  
 
1. Youth organizations should facilitate learning through participatory discussions 
rather than didactic instruction.   
In organizations devoted to cultivating youth leadership, adults should serve as guides and 
role models, not instructors. Discussion and collaborative projects should take priority over 
a traditional classroom setting. For example, SNLP works with young women to raise their 
awareness of the structural forces of oppression through a course called Power, Identity, and 
Privilege, and then through youth-led community action projects. Organizations serving 
young women should actively facilitate youth discussions about the constructions, limits, and 
possibilities for leadership and youth action. Adults who cultivate this learning environment 
encourage youth agency while also imparting content. 
 
2. Youth organizations should encourage diverse leadership styles 
Young women previously exposed only to traditional models of leadership may benefit from 
seeing a more diverse range of leadership styles. Such styles can, and should, include those 
that may be perceived as non-traditional, such as “mediator”, “supporter”, and “respectful 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Information on this organization comes from: Denner, J., Meyer, B., & Bean, S. (2005). Young 
women's leadership alliance: Youth-adult partnerships in an all-female after-school program. Journal of 
Community Psychology, 33(1), 87-100. doi: 10.1002/jcop.20036  
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dissenter”; young women should be encouraged to exercise a variety of roles. Organizations 
that model and provide opportunities for different styles of leadership encourage strategic 
and creative thinking among participants. Furthermore, emphasizing that there are many 
everyday “leaders”, as opposed to a few “Leaders” in formal positions, creates more 
opportunities for participation. 

 
3. Young women’s leadership programs should draw on leaders that model the 
constituency served. 
Young women are likely to have a positive understanding of female leadership possibilities if 
they are exposed to a variety of leadership styles modeled by women. Women are also more 
likely to see themselves as leaders if they are exposed to many examples of female leaders, 
both within an organization (e.g., youth workers and program directors) as well as external to 
it (e.g., guest speakers). Young women may be particularly receptive to counselors or 
facilitators who are close to them in age; for example, SNLP hires college-aged “deans” for 
each summer program, who work closely with participants on a daily basis, responding 
mainly to group social and emotional dynamics. Because most SNLP participants are young 
women of color, program directors seek to hire a group of female deans that closely 
resembles the racial and ethnic composition of the participants, making “leadership” appear 
more attainable and immediate to the young women served.  

 
4. Youth organizations should incorporate youth as decision-makers. 
Organizations should integrate youth into their organizational management and decision-
making in order to encourage youth to see themselves as leaders. For example, young 
women may occupy seats on the board of directors, be asked to participate in a self-study, or 
conduct interviews of applicants for full-time staff or faculty positions (as done at SNLP). 
The basis for this recommendation is three-fold: (1) Incorporating youth as decision-makers 
reminds youth that they are assets to an organization, not just consumers of its services (2) 
having youth serve in these roles provides yet another opportunity for them to “do” 
leadership;  and (3) youth’s unique perspective on the organization may be a source of 
invaluable feedback and honest assessment. 
 
5. Organizations should acknowledge the material realities of youths’ lives. 
When working with high-school aged youth from low-income families, as is often the case 
when working in an urban or rural setting, participation in a youth development program 
may compete with opportunities for employment. In order to encourage participation, 
organizations must make themselves competitive options. Organizations should 
acknowledge youths’ financial constraints and seek to explicitly demonstrate the value they 
place on youths’ time and engagement by offering incentives for participation, such as 
stipends, grants, or other resources. In addition to incentives, subsidies for transportation 
and/or meals may be offered. By placing value on youth’s involvement, organizations not 
only demonstrate the value they place on youth leadership, but also make themselves viable 
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alternatives to after-school or summer jobs, thereby encouraging participation and sustained 
involvement. In addition to promoting youth leadership development, research indicates that 
ensuring that youth development opportunities are accessible to students from low-income 
backgrounds may also help in limiting the widening achievement gap in United States.  
 
6. Youth organizations should deliberately create a safe space for all participants 
through curriculum, pedagogy, and program design. 
The term “safe space” typically refers to an environment in which individuals feel 
comfortable expressing opinions, testing new ideas, and voicing concern or confusion, free 
of judgment. Safe space is critical for youth programs seeking to develop leadership in young 
women for two reasons. First, youth will be better able to test new notions of leadership, or 
take on new roles of leadership, in a supportive environment. In addition, a space that is 
exclusively for young women, as well as accepting of all sexual orientations and gender 
identities, allows participants to explore the interaction of gender and leadership in an 
encouraging environment. In order to create safe space, adults could determine a set of 
requirements; however, the first recommendation, above, suggests that youth and adults can 
collaboratively construct norms.  

 
These recommendations offer educators, policymakers, and practitioners insights into ways 
to enhance youth leadership and agency, particularly for young women. Young women’s 
participation and leadership in all spheres of public life can only accelerate our progress 
towards a kinder and braver world for all people(s).   
 
IV. FURTHER RESOURCES ON YOUTH ACTION AND YOUNG 
 WOMEN’S LEADERSHIP 
 

• Sadie Nash Leadership Project: http://www.sadienash.org/ 
• Empowering Young Women to Lead Change Manual (YWCA): 

http://www.worldywca.org/Resources/YWCA-Publications/Empowering-Young-
Women-to-Lead-Change  

• The Teen Guide to Global Action: How to Connect with Others (Near & Far) to 
Create Social Change (Barbara A. Lewis) 

• Youth Organizing for Community Power Manual (School of Unity and Liberation): 
http://www.schoolofunityandliberation.org/soul_sec/resources/re-
shp_manuals.html  

• Youth-Adult Partnerships Training Manual (Innovation Center for Community and 
Youth Development, National 4-H Council, National Network for Youth, & Youth 
Leadership Institute): http://www.theinnovationcenter.org/files/Youth-
AdultPartnershipsTrainingManual.pdf  



! {6} 

• A Guide for Engaging Youth in Leadership and Decision Making in Service-
Learning Programs (Youth Service America): 
http://www.servicelearning.org/filemanager/download/7/YVGuide.pdf 
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I. INTRODUCTION             
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is a process through which people investigate 
meaningful social topics, participate in research to understand the root causes of problems 
that directly impact them, and then take action to influence policies through the 
dissemination of their findings to policymakers and stakeholders. Like other types of youth 
organizing, PAR promotes youth’s involvement in their communities and the development 
of leadership skills. It emphasizes the development of young people’s knowledge, skills, and 
abilities to be experts on issues of importance to them, and catalyze systemic change in 
collaboration with their peers and supportive adults. 
 
Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is a tool for increasing youth involvement 
in social movement organizing that can generate renewed enthusiasm for social change and 
create new opportunities for youth leadership.  
 
Educators, philanthropists, activists, and community leaders (young and old) work 
together on all PAR projects. YPAR specifically employs a youth development lens to the 
process of PAR in order to ensure that young people have a direct role in shaping policies 
that impact them. As a method, YPAR offers a new tool for those working on social justice 
issues with youth to meaningfully engage in community change and personal leadership 
development. 
 
In YPAR projects, young people help determine issues of importance to them and 
their community. Adults help elicit youth’s unique perspectives and skills for understanding 
and addressing the problems. PAR integrates research and action and is useful for working 
with youth who are interested in broad issues and want to identify specific pathways to 
action. It is less useful when there are already clearly defined goals and objectives.  
 
Through research, youth participants learn how to make claims and create new 
knowledge about existing social conditions. Young people use their findings to consider 
alternatives and identify points of “opening” where they can help change the status quo.   
 
YPAR leads to social change through actions ranging from educational outreach to 
political lobbying. It can involve creative campaigns that take advantage of young people’s 
unique experiences and skill with digital media.  
 
II. THE BENEFITS OF YPAR IN YOUTH ORGANIZING EFFORTS                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
 
YPAR helps develop the quality of young people’s engagement in community issues: 

• Youth help define issues and develop expertise about community needs through a 
collaborative research process with adults and other youth. 



! {2} 

• Conducting research using qualitative and quantitative data collection methods and 
critical analysis aids young people in forming their own opinions about issues.  

• Taking action based on their knowledge helps young people learn important literacy, 
communication, and strategic thinking skills.  

• With adult mentorship, youth researchers gain concrete skills and access to networks 
that can be used to develop power, attain employment, and expand leadership 

 
YPAR helps increase the diversity of youth participation.  For example, it: 

• Generates involvement from a larger cross section of young people when youth elicit 
opinions from their peers. 

• Mobilizes young people to take action when they see their peers in positions of 
leadership about issues that matter to them. 

• Improves the civic efficacy of young people as youth researchers from a range of 
backgrounds become informed, important, and involved citizens in a democracy. 

• Catalyzes a wider range of young people to become involved when they see 
policymakers valuing youth input. 

  
III. EXAMPLES OF INVOLVING YOUNG PEOPLE IN SOCIAL CHANGE 
 
The Youth Affordabili(T) Coalition (YAC) is a group of 22 youth organizing groups 
convened primarily by the Boston-Area Youth Organizing Project (BYOP) and the Roxbury 
Environmental Empowerment Project (REEP). Its goal is to hold public transportation in 
Boston more accountable to young people’s educational, health, and economic needs. 
 
In 2009, YAC successfully campaigned to extend the hours during which its youth members 
they could use their school- issued student passes for public transportation, from 8 PM- to 
11 PM.  In determining the goals and objectives of this campaign, the youth organizers 
surveyed their peers to determine their transportation needs. These surveys and subsequent 
interviews with youth about their personal stories were part of a PAR process that 
empowered youth as the researchers to gather information from their peers in order to shape 
policy demands. In June of 2011, the Youth Way, a member group  of the Massachusetts 
Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) coalition, presented a 20-page report with statistics 
from their surveys and individual stories of youth impacted by the “affordability crisis.” 
 
In 2012, YAC launched as a formal coalition, continuing to work toward the implementation 
of a “Youth Pass” and successfully reducing both service cuts and a rise in fares. It worked 
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in partnership with Press Pass TV, a Boston-based youth media organization, to share its 
story.1  
YPAR was an important tool for the Youth Affordabili(T) Coalition because it helped them 
to organize their findings in a way that gave their work weight when meeting with public 
officials, ultimately increasing their desired outcomes. 
 
Youth United for Change (YUC) is a veteran youth organizing group in Philadelphia.  It 
grew out of adult-led social service work into an independent youth organizing outfit in 
order to more effectively meet the needs of youth in its community. YUC organizers recruit 
at schools through the activities of school-based chapters, hold meetings to discuss youth 
concerns, reach out to other young people, conduct research through surveys and site visits, 
and cultivate relationships with adult leadership of schools to ensure that youth concerns 
and ideas are heard. 
 
YUC embarked on a large-scale campaign in 2002 to restructure two large city high schools 
into smaller schools in order to hold those spaces more accountable to the young people at 
the schools and their needs. Youth organizers used YPAR when they conducted site visits at 
similar schools in several other United States cities, including Oakland and Chicago, to 
examine their models, as well as when they read pertinent research and incorporated youth 
surveys. Similar to BYOP and REEP, YUC had a youth-led research process that ensured 
that young researchers not only were surveyed about their experiences, but also were the 
ones designing the research itself. This had two potential impacts beyond including youth 
voice: (1) it ensured that applicable and relevant questions were asked; and, (2) it developed 
leadership skills in the youth conducting the research.  
 
Working in coalition with adult allies and the Philadelphia Student Union, the group had 
their proposal for smaller schools accepted by the District in 2005. Youth Organizing 
continues to be a critical component of resisting top-down change in Philadelphia’s public 
schools today. YPAR is an important tool in their work because it ensures that voices often 
left out of substantive conversations about “school reform” are heard in an equitable and 
organized way. 
 
FIERCE is a member-based organization in New York City focused on building the 
leadership capacity and power of LGBTQ youth of color. It uses leadership development, 
cultural expression, media, and arts to engage youth in social justice activism. In January 
2010, FIERCE published a report containing the results of their national survey of 62 
LGBTQ youth organizations, projects, and programs. This report was designed by youth to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Youth Affordabili(T) Coalition (YAC) rally against the MBTA. (July 7, 2012). 
http://youtu.be/eXpZfWX2doU 
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present important truths about the experiences and priorities of LGBTQ youth. YPAR was a 
critical tool for FIERCE in this project because it enabled young people to identify 
important and overlooked truths about the experiences of LGBTQ youth in New York City 
and ensure that their priorities were presented in a clear way for local officials.   
 
The report was based on a survey designed for and by LGBTQ that asked relevant and 
engaging questions. By surveying their peers, youth researchers were better equipped to: (1) 
listen to the perspectives of young people who may not already be engaged in traditional 
service spaces; (2) reflect priorities that were relevant to their experiences; and, (3) present 
perspectives that may have been unexpected to those outside of this population. For 
example, one of the surprising findings of the survey was that marriage equality was not a 
high priority for many LGBTQ youth; they were more concerned about housing security 
and safe community spaces. Someone outside of their community may not have known how 
to construct questions that were not biased toward issues more widely recognized in the 
mainstream narrative.  
 
FIERCE youth articulated the most urgent issues facing LQBTQ youth, the gaps in current 
services, and recommendations for how to move forward in better service of LGBTQ 
youth, especially noting gaps in investment in LGBTQ youth of color. Based on their 
findings, FIERCE made recommendations to policymakers in order to move forward in line 
with the needs of LGBTQ youth. They highlighted specific actions, such as “Coordinate 
regional and national LGBTQ youth organizing summits to provide the opportunity to hold 
trainings, technical assistance, and peer exchanges with LGBTQ youth organizations.” The 
overall emphasis of the report’s recommendations was on increasing access to political 
education and leadership development for LGBTQ youth, to better enable them to organize 
for structural changes that would improve conditions for themselves and their peers.   
 
IV. CREATING A YPAR INITIATIVE 
 
Organizations and educators need to consider how they will sustain young people’s 
participation by addressing physical, social, and intellectual access. Because YPAR projects 
value young people’s own experiences and ask them to engage in critical reflection about 
issues, recruiting a diverse group of young people and keeping them involved is an important 
part of creating an effective project.  
   
Get students there and keep them involved by organizing programs in locations and at 
times that youth can participate, in of their other commitments and resources. Organizations 
should consider the pros and cons of after-school, school-based, and summer settings for 
different groups of students, and consider if transportation, stipends (in place of other 
income from jobs), and flexibility in attendance requirements are necessary. 
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Set the right tone by creating spaces for youth to learn about and value differences. 
Programs should be clear in establishing norms that value differences and promote respect 
and understanding. Culturally responsive, anti-racist, and social justice curricula can be 
important resources for putting these ideals into practice.  
 
Make everyone’s knowledge count. Adults have a role in teaching skills and strategies and 
in helping young people make connections with experts. They can also elicit young peoples’ 
interests and knowledge and provide support for young people as they engage in rigorous 
intellectual activities.  
 
Allow young people to be catalyzed by issues that are important to them. Youth may 
bring forward issues that are not typically brought to public discussions, including sexuality, 
self-expression, and violence. Allowing young people to explore delicate topics and helping 
them make connections to systemic issues can lead to rich and insightful lines of inquiry.  
 
Flexibility in communication encourages young people’s curiosity and growing expertise 
with digital media. Youth involvement may lead organizations and educators to embrace a 
variety of forms of communication. For example, young people may share what they have 
learned through digital stories, proposals for art projects, or suggestions for website and 
social media development. 
  
Multiple venues for action may be necessary for youth participants to communicate what 
they have learned and take action based on their findings. Young people’s comfort and 
interests should be taken into consideration when determining audience, venues, and degrees 
of publicity for the outcomes.  
 
V. MAKING THE MOST OF PAR INITIATIVES  
 
Expect some tensions and dilemmas to arise, because PAR activities are likely to 
challenge institutional norms and practices including conventional adult-youth relationships. 
This is true of many youth leadership initiatives, especially those using youth organizing as a 
tool for youth development. There may be more tension in YPAR because youth challenge 
the institutional power of traditional forms of research while they make demands for social 
change through their organizing efforts. By engaging in reliable and sound research practices, 
youth confront the commonly accepted truth that data and knowledge come solely from 
institutions of higher learning and adult experts and not from their own lived experiences.  
 
Organizational leaders should consider how they will respond to youth requests that 
challenge existing policies and practices. Many youth-serving institutions welcome 
“student” or “youth voice,” without explicitly defining what this means. PAR initiatives 
provide an opportunity for organizations and adults to reconsider authentic leadership 
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opportunities for young people. Programs often serve youth based on what adults perceive 
to be in their best interest. In PAR, young people may engage adults and educators in 
conversations about uncomfortable topics and challenge adults’ conceptions about issues 
that have been previously uninvestigated.   
 
Adequate resources for programs include access to facilities for meetings, tools for 
communication and research, Internet and digital technology to support the research process 
and dissemination of youth’s findings. Partnerships with local universities, schools, and 
organizations might help leverage community-wide resources, including technical skills and 
creativity.  Organizers should clarify goals of youth leadership and ownership of the final 
product at the outset.  
 
Rethinking program evaluation may be necessary with PAR projects because it is both a 
research process and tool for social organizing. Organizations may consider factors like the 
persistence of diverse youth over time, fluency with multiple forms of communication, 
variety of audiences reached, integration of digital media, and emergence of new adult-youth 
relationships as indicators of success.  
 
Young people, adults and social movements benefit from youth organizing that 
addresses social issues of import, promotes socio-political development among young 
people, and increases the quality and diversity of youth participation. By making YPAR a 
component of this organizing, youth have the opportunity to challenge the dominant 
perspectives on how we know what we know, endowing a “legitimacy” on youth-produced 
knowledge based on research that is reliable and valid. 
 
VI. CONCLUSION  
 
YPAR is an effective and versatile tool for increasing youth involvement in social organizing, 
and also shows great promise for expanding commonly accepted models of “expertise” as it 
pertains to research about justice issues. Organizations, community leaders, educators and 
young people can begin incorporating YPAR principles into their efforts for social change. 
This can be done to varying degrees by identifying areas where YPAR might help to leverage 
young people’s unique perspectives in defining issues and action.   
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I.  INTRODUCTION  
 
Social change targeted at empowering youth requires youth and adults to work together as 
equals. Youth-adult partnerships create a platform to amplify youth voices. To succeed, 
youth-adult partnerships must be built on open communication and equal voice. By 
providing opportunities for youth to develop their voices and build positive relationships 
with adults, youth-adult partnerships help youth see themselves as competent individuals 
who can contribute to decisions that impact their communities while helping them develop 
leadership skills and improve their self-esteem. Such partnerships also help adults gain 
leadership skills and experience a renewed sense of energy and commitment to their work. 
Organizations benefit because youth bring fresh perspectives to decision-making processes. 
Communities are rejuvenated through youthful energy, and when fresh perspectives of 
societal issues provide new solutions. For such initiatives to succeed, public stakeholders 
must recognize the importance of youth participation. 4-H has developed an initiative that 
focuses on exactly this issue.  
 
4-H is the largest youth development organization in the United States, with more than 6 
million youth participants; 514,000 volunteers; 3,200 professionals; and over 70 million 
alumni. 4-H engages youth from elementary through high school in experiential learning 
activities through research-driven programming. The experiential learning model has five 
steps: experience and discover; share results; process information; generalize about the 
experience; and, apply to other areas. In a well-designed experiential learning model, youth 
are fully engaged in learning processes. Four basic youth needs are met by 4-H: Mastery, 
Belonging, Generosity, and Independence. 
 
Engaging Youth, Serving Community (EYSC) is a 4-H program funded through the 
National 4-H Council and the United States Department of Agriculture/National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture (USDA/NIFA).  EYSC is designed to empower communities to 
involve youth as partners with adults in decision-making and governance. From 2006 to 
2010, EYSC included 18 land-grant university projects representing 17 states. Each 
university worked with at least five rural underserved communities with a population of 
10,000 people or less, reaching over 90 different communities during the five years.  
 
Using a case study, this paper shares six broadly applicable lessons learned through the 
EYSC program. Based on evaluation and understanding of the EYSC experience, it 
highlights examples of how youth-adult partnerships can promote social change and civic 
engagement.!
 
II. CASE STUDY: GOT FARMS!  
 
The community of Bethel, in Oxford County, Maine, received funding through EYSC to 
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take action on issues that can positively impact rural communities. When the program 
started, the EYSC youth-adult partnership project team, comprised of 15 youth and four 
adults, named itself “Got Farms!”  The team was interested in issues related to food security, 
quality, and cost – concerns that both youth and adults expressed. Its first activity was to 
join with a local food group’s public issues forum to identify local citizens specific concerns 
regarding food security and learn how to plan and implement a youth-facilitated forum in 
the future. 95 people attended this forum; their top concerns involved raising local foods, 
raising healthy organic foods, and promoting community awareness of the health benefits of 
eating locally grown organic fruits and vegetables.  
 
After holding the forum, the team began by building and planting eight raised gardening 
beds and repairing the school’s greenhouse – adding solar panels and a 24-hour live webcam. 
The youth identified partner organizations (local businesses and a local food group) and 
recruited other youth and adults to help with these projects. While at the forum, they had 
built a relationship with a group of elders in the school district’s adult education program 
called Senior College. The Senior College elders worked with a small group of the youth to 
keep the garden beautiful and productive during the summer. The partnership with the 
Senior College and the adult local foods alliance enabled the EYSC project to be sustainable. 
The youth expanded their worldview through these relationships, which went beyond their 
peer- and school-based social circles. The team then partnered with a local foods group to 
plan and implement a community-wide Foods Harvest Festival in the fall. Their goal was to 
cook together, see each other’s gardens, and provide education on the importance of 
growing and eating locally grown organic food and mitigating food insecurity in their own 
backyards. The event was attended by 110 people and included live music and displays from 
the Got Farms! Garden and other gardens and community farms from around the state. 
They took a tour of gardens around the state and at the end of the festival, the team cooked 
dinner for attendees using local vegetables and fruits.   
 
As a result of their interest in food, the forums, partnering, the activities, and reflection on 
their service-learning experiences, the youth involved gained knowledge, skills, and abilities 
not just from one event, but also from the whole process. The Got Farms! team conducted 
an informal reflective evaluation process with participants, community members, and local 
businesses. Youth and adults increased their knowledge and skills in various areas, adults 
view youth as valuable assets, and community awareness of the importance of healthy eating 
has increased. There is a website dedicated to the project and to community education on 
healthy eating: http://gotfarms.wordpress.com/ (see “About this Project” for history and 
details). 
 
III. KEY LESSONS LEARNED  
 
1. Youth become more engaged when their voices are valued in identifying and  
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working towards a collective goal. Youth need a voice in choosing activities and goals, 
and making and carrying out plans. When adults predetermine a project goal and how to 
reach it, youth will become disengaged or simply move into the mode of carrying out lower-
level assignments. While they will get the job done, they lack true engagement. 
 
To engage youth, EYSC projects such as Got Farms! hold a youth-facilitated public issues 
forum/town hall to identify priority community issues. Having youth lead these forums 
shows community members in attendance that youth have passion for working to resolve 
local issues. As described in the Got Farms! case study, a group of youth and adults were 
concerned about food security, cost, and quality. EYSC youth worked with adults in the first 
year of the project to learn how to plan and implement forums. A forum held during the 
second year was jointly led by the youth and adults. By the third year, the youth planned and 
facilitated their own forum – which leveraged an $8,000 grant for their local foods cooking 
project. They used an open space forum process, which involved participants suggesting 
issues to drive discussion and forming small groups to work on specific topics. This process 
results in greater networking and better project design.   

 
2. Youth and adults must work together as equal partners, with roles and 
responsibilities for youth and adults clearly delineated. In youth-adult partnerships, 
both youth and adults must respect and value one another’s ideas and contributions. When 
either youth or adults dominate a group, it is less effective at identifying issues, developing 
and implementing plans, and evaluating project successes and failures. Youth must be willing 
to accept responsibility and decision-making power, and adults must be willing to share 
responsibility and power. For example, youth should be involved in budgeting and 
evaluating—roles often saved for adults—and serve in roles that are as critical to project 
completion as adults’ roles.   
 
Team members should work collaboratively to clarify the roles of youth and adults. Such 
clarity will help encourage youth action in the community and reduce the likelihood of 
“adultism” – namely, the assumption that adults are better than youth. 
 
Through project activities, the youth involved in Got Farms! learned to collaborate with the 
other adult EYSC team members and diverse community members to identify local issues 
and implement strategies to address those issues. As mentioned, youth facilitated community 
forums, identified and built relationships with collaborators, recruited others to work on 
projects, and fully participated with adults in project activities.   

 
3. Training on the youth-adult partnership process is a must for all team members.  
Few youth or adults are skilled at working as part of a multi-generational team. Adults are 
used to telling youth what to do and youth are used to doing what adults say. Thus, youth 
and adults must both learn various techniques for being intentional about valuing and 
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ensuring equal roles for both groups. These techniques can be as simple as adults not 
interrupting youth when they are speaking and youth not becoming defensive when adults 
critique their ideas. 
 
EYSC has embraced a train-the-trainer model for youth-adult partnership teams in social 
and community organizing. From 2006 to 2010, EYSC funded projects through 18 
universities in 17 different states. In each state, there were at least five community project 
sites. A national EYSC training was held for the state-level project director and small youth-
adult leadership teams from each of the state sites. The national training focused on youth-
adult partnerships, a train-the-trainer approach to the EYSC rural youth development and 4-
H programming model, and program evaluation. These smaller community leadership teams 
recruited additional local team members and then trained the new members in the 
programming model. This training model allowed youth to serve as trainers for adults, thus 
elevating their contribution to and role on the team.  
 
4. It is important to obtain adequate resources. To achieve sustainability, organizations 
must work to obtain adequate resources (e.g., financial, human, physical, etc.) to support 
development of the youth, the project, and the community over a three-to-five year period 
of time. This does not mean that large grants must be secured; instead it is one more way for 
youth and adults to work together to find partnering organizations and/or donations. 
Volunteer time is as important as funding in the success of a community-based project. 
Acquiring such resources from within the community strengthens broad commitment and 
support for any current and future projects and thus contributes to sustainability. 
 
Each EYSC community had an annual budget of $2,000 for five years; this funding needed 
to cover forum and action plan implementation expenses. Because this is not a large budget, 
youth-adult partnership teams worked to find additional resources (actual and in-kind) to 
supplement their activities. Community sites used EYSC funds to leverage other resources, 
both in real dollars and in-kind sources. For example, in its first year, the Got Farms! team 
raised $6,800 in cash and in-kind donations of facility use, topsoil, fencing, etc. Youth and 
adult volunteers (including the Got Farms! youth-adult partnership team) contributed over 
5,000 hours in the first year to project activities (building gardens, weeding, watering, 
repairing the greenhouse). Based on the Independent Sector’s Value of Volunteer Time 
guidelines, the value of these hours at the average national rate of $20.25 was $101,250. 
Across all 90 different EYSC sites over five years of funding, a total of $289,753 was 
reported in cash and additional grants, while in-kind contributions of building space, 
transportation, supplies, and food in the amount of $1,758,038 were reported. Volunteer 
time value was calculated at nearly $8.5 million.   
 
5. Reflection is key for program improvement and sustainability. It is important to 
think back on, share, and generalize actions in order to apply lessons learned into a new 
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round of action. EYSC teams were trained in an experiential learning action cycle. Teams 
also conducted evaluation to see where improvement was needed and where successes 
occurred. Documented success can lead to more funding and sustainability. 
 
All teams used a set of common tools to ensure data could be combined across all project 
sites. Youth and adult EYSC team members completed surveys to measure leadership skills, 
confidence, and leadership activities (e.g., teaching others, acting as a mentor, planning 
learning activities). Youth and adult representatives of the EYSC team and community 
members in each individual community site completed an open-ended survey to indicate 
whether they accomplished the outcomes stated in their project proposals and provided 
details through comments. The principal investigator for each state’s project was required to 
complete a year-end output measure report summarizing data such as cash and in-kind 
contributions, participant demographics, collaborations, volunteer hours, etc.  
 
Some sites used additional evaluation techniques to collect data specific to their project. For 
example, Got Farms! had reflective sessions during team meetings, community forum work, 
and discussions with sponsors. Evaluation results showed that youth increased their 
knowledge about soil and plant science, organic gardening, and the health and wellness 
benefits of organic foods. They also learned to use their “voice” in expressing ideas, build 
confidence, and learned how to be equal partners with adults in community development 
work. Adults now see youth as valuable community assets and understand the value of youth 
participation in educating the community and building a model site that others can replicate. 
At a community level, awareness of the importance of healthy eating has grown.   

 
6. Be patient! Building successful youth-adult partnerships, true youth engagement, and 
community change take time. We are all anxious to get started on a project and finish it, but 
establishing relationships, a key step to developing trust, is often overlooked in the zeal to 
get started. These relationships are important to the development of the youth-adult 
partnership as well as among collaborating organizations.   
 
IV. CONCLUSIONS  
 
The Engaging Youth, Serving Community project, funded through National 4-H Council 
and USDA/NIFA, can serve as a model for how youth and adults work together for civic 
engagement and social change. We have shared lessons and examples throughout this paper 
that other organizations—small or large—could use in developing their own youth-adult 
partnerships.   
 
As described earlier, youth, adults, organizations, and communities all experience the 
benefits of youth-adult partnerships. While the issues forums and community action plans 
have immediate benefits for local communities in creating change, the EYSC program also 
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effects long-term change by developing leadership skills that youth-adult team members will 
to apply to other settings and community concerns in the future. The projects increase 
economic opportunities and sustainability and improve quality of life in rural communities 
through enhanced human, social, civic, natural, financial, cultural, and built capitals. Youth 
engagement in civic affairs establishes a life-long pattern of service to others and 
communities. As one participant stated: 

 
Community leaders have become more accepting of youth in that there are more youth 
serving on various committees and boards in our community. . . . EYSC played a major 
role in proving to community leaders that youth do have interests, talents and ideas that 
they want to share and projects that they want to undertake. I believe our group 
demonstrated that the level of responsibility a group of youth can have towards carrying out 
a program can be unwavering when they have had input and their ideas have been heard 
and implemented.” 

 

NOTE  
This material is based upon work supported by the National Institute for Food and 
Agriculture, U.S. Department of Agriculture, under Agreement No. 2008-45201-04715, 
Amendment 2. Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this 
publication are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the view of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. 
 

REFERENCE LIST  
!
Baker, B., Calvert, C., & Emery, M. (2011). Mapping your impact in the community.  In  

National 4-H Council Engaging Youth Serving Community: Tools for Evaluation of Your 
EYSC Project. http://fyi.uwex.edu/youthadultpartnership/2012/05/30/tool-for-
mapping-community-impact/    
 

Camino, L. (2000). Youth-adult partnership: Entering new territory in community work  
 and research. Applied Developmental Science, 4(Suppl. 1), 11-20. 
 
Got Farms! (n.d.).  GOT Farms? We Do. http://gotfarms.wordpress.com/ 
 
MacNeil, C. A., & McClean, J. (2006). Moving from “youth leadership development” to 

“youth in governance”: Learning leadership by doing leadership. New Directions for 
Youth Development, 109, 99-106.  
 

National 4-H Council. (2012). Rural youth development. http://www.4-h.org/youth-
development-programs/citizenship-youth-engagement/community-action/rural-
youth/   

 



! {7}!

National Resource Center for Youth Development.  (2012). Youth engagement:  Youth/ 
adult partnerships. http://www.nrcyd.ou.edu/youth-engagement/youthadult-
partnerships 
 

The Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development, National Network for 
Youth, Youth Leadership Institute. (2003). Youth-adult partnerships: A training manual. 
http://www.theinnovationcenter.org/files/Youth-
AdultPartnershipsTrainingManual.pdf 
 

Wheeler, W., & Edlebeck, C. (2006). Leading, learning, and unleashing potential:  
Youth leadership and civic engagement. New Directions for Youth Development, 109, 89-
97.  
 

Zeldin, S., Petrokubi, J., & Camino, L. (2008). Youth-adult partnerships in public action:  
Principles, organizational culture and outcomes. http://forumfyi.org/content/youth-adult-
partnershi  



 
 

Youth Organizations and Positive 
Development: Lessons Learned from a 

Century of Girl Scouting 
 
 

December 17, 2012 
 
 
 

Kamla Modi, Judy Schoenberg, and Kallen Tsikalas*  
Girl Scout Research Institute  

© 2012 Girl Scouts of the USA 
 
 

 
The Kinder & Braver World Project: Research Series (danah boyd, John Palfrey, and 
Dena Sacco, editors)  
 
Brought to you by the Born This Way Foundation & the Berkman Center for 
Internet & Society at Harvard University, and supported by the John D. & Catherine 
T. MacArthur Foundation 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

*Kamla Modi, Ph.D., is a Research and Outreach Analyst with the Girl Scout 
Research Institute at the Girl Scouts of the USA.. Judy Schoenberg, Ed.M, is a 
Director of Research and Outreach with the Girl Scout Research Institute at the Girl 
Scouts of the USA. Kallen Tsikalas, Ph.D. is a Senior Researcher with the Girl Scout 
Research Institute at the Girl Scouts of the USA. 
 
 

 
!



! {1} 

I. INTRODUCTION  
  
Girl Scouts is the largest organization in the world dedicated to girl leadership 
development, with 3.2 million active members and more than 59 million alumnae. 
Since 1912, women have explored new fields of knowledge, learned valuable skills, 
and developed strong core values through Girl Scouting.  
 
The Girl Scout Research Institute (GSRI) was founded in 2000 as a vital extension of 
Girl Scouts of the USA. GSRI conducts original research, evaluation, and outcomes 
measurement studies; releases critical facts and findings; and provides resources 
essential for the advancement of the well-being and safety of girls living in today’s 
world. Since its inception in 2000, the GSRI has employed a research-to-action 
approach so that insights from our work with girls and young women can directly 
inform Girl Scouts of the USA’s program and policy development, as well as impact 
the larger youth development field. In the last decade, GSRI’s research and 
evaluation work has touched numerous organizations in the public and private 
spheres, making a practical impact on the lives of youth and providing other 
organizations with evidence needed to make a case for their own work.  
 
II. A POSITIVE IMPACT OF GIRL SCOUTING ON WOMEN 
 ALUMNAE 
!
To commemorate 100 years of Girl Scouting, GSRI launched a study on Girl 
Scouting’s impact on the lives of adult alumnae in 2012. The findings are timely and 
important to the organization and other youth organizations doing similar work. The 
study, Girl Scouting Works: The Alumnae Impact Study finds that women who were 
involved in Girl Scouting as girls display particular positive life outcomes to a greater 
degree than women who were not involved in Girl Scouting. The outcomes include: 
sense of self; civic engagement; participation in community service; educational 
achievement, and income. Positive life outcomes were measured by self-reported 
items on a questionnaire administered to over 3,000 women across the country.   
 
Alumnae interviewed reflected on their Girl Scout memories very fondly, pointing to 
positive relationships (sisterhood, teamwork), outdoor and community experiences 
(camping trips, being exposed to nature, community work), fun activities (crafts, 
earning badges, selling cookies), and having a safe place to try new things. 
Additionally, Girl Scout alumnae included in the study appeared to internalize the 
value of community service. All Girl Scout alumnae surveyed had higher levels of 
participation in community service and volunteerism than non-alumnae surveyed, 
regardless of the number of years spent in Girl Scouting. The most common 
negative experience alumnae reported was not having stayed in Girl Scouts long 



! {2} 

enough, which actually reflects positively on their time spent in the organization. 
Other negative experiences reported included poor relationships with troop leaders 
and other girls.   
 
The Girl Scout alumnae who reported the highest levels of positive outcomes and 
satisfaction were those who were Girl Scouts the longest. African American and 
Hispanic alumnae also reported higher levels than alumnae from other racial/ethnic 
groups. 73 percent of African American alumnae and 70 percent of Hispanic 
alumnae rated their Girl Scout experience very highly, compared to 65 percent of 
Caucasian alumnae and 59 percent of Asian alumnae.  
 
III. GIRL LEADERSHIP TODAY 
In 2005, as the Girl Scout movement approached its next century, Girl Scouts of the 
USA renewed its commitment to leadership development as a core focus of its 
mission through the development of the enhanced Girl Scout Leadership Experience 
(GSLE), which is tied to nationally-recognized measures of life outcomes for girls. 
Figure 1: The 15 Outcomes of the Girl Scout Leadership Experience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



! {3} 

Fifteen age-appropriate outcomes, or benefits, emerged around three main themes: 
“discover”, “connect”, and “take action”. (see Figure 1).   
 
By participating in Girl Scout programming, girls are expected to discover their skills 
and talents while taking on challenging goals, connect with others in teams while 
learning how to resolve conflicts and build healthy relationships, and take action to 
make the world a better place while learning about their community and the world at 
large.  
 
The GSLE model begins with a definition of leadership that girls understand and 
believe in: a leader, girls say, is defined not only by the qualities and skills one has, 
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but also by how those qualities and skills are used to make a difference in the world. 
Based on research with girls both inside and outside of Girl Scouts, girls aspire to a 
kind of leadership focused on personal principles, ethical behavior, and the ability to 
affect social change while collaborating with others, as opposed to the “command 
and control” style of traditional leadership. Current Girl Scouts score highest in the 
following areas: developing positive values, cooperation and team building, 
advancing diversity in a multicultural world, and feeling connected to their 
communities. Themes that emerge from both past and current Girl Scouts tie to a 
strong value system, a venue to grow healthy relationships, and a larger connection 
to the community and changing world. 

 
IV. LESSONS LEARNED AND IMPLICATIONS FOR YOUTH 
 ORGANIZATIONS 
 
Based on our collection of research, experience working with girls and young 
women, and knowledge of the youth development field, we offer recommendations 
for maximizing youth developmental outcomes for girls through programming, and 
expanding the scope of programming to benefit all youth in our communities. The 
first three recommendations come from recent program evaluation studies with 
current Girl Scouts, representing diverse girls across several states.  The final two 
recommendations stem from girls’ and young women’s insights on over a decade’s 
worth of research focused on girls’ healthy development. These recommendations 
are also documented in other youth developmental research as critical components 
of youth programming.  
 
1.  Expose Girls to a Diversity of Activities  
Girls who experience a greater diversity of activities in Girl Scouts report higher 
leadership impact than girls who experience few activities in Girl Scouts. Current 
Girl Scouts who say they have become more active leaders in their schools and 
communities because of their experiences in Girl Scouts scored higher on all 15 
outcomes of the GLSE, and participated in five different types of activities. These 
girls are also more likely to be deeply involved in Girl Scouts, attending at least three 
meetings and events per month. Additionally, these girls have higher participation in 
all activity areas (the outdoors, math and science, self-esteem, healthy relationships, 
healthy living, projects to help the community, and arts and crafts) compared to girls 
who report lower leadership impact. The opportunity for outdoor activities, like 
camping, hiking, outdoor sports, and outdoor field trips, is  particularly important. In 
fact, Girl Scout alumnae rated “exposure to nature” as the greatest benefit of being 
Girl Scouts as girls. Experiences and exposure to the outdoors are essential to all 
youth, given high rates of youth physical inactivity, obesity, and limited exposure to 
green space.  
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2.  Reach Girls in Underserved Communities 
Girls from lower socioeconomic status (SES) families can benefit greatly from high 
quality youth programming, often to a greater extent than those from higher SES 
families. Girls with a lower SES were significantly more likely to rate the leadership 
impact of Girl Scouting very high and make positive comments about their personal 
development and community service experiences in Girl Scouting, compared to girls 
from a higher SES. This has important implications for the youth development field, 
as youth from families with fewer resources stand to benefit the most from youth 
organizations focused on building positive values and relationships, as well as skill 
building, confidence, leadership, and the like. This is especially critical since children 
from higher SES families are twice as likely to be involved in extracurricular activities 
such as sports, theatre, school activities, religious services, and Scouting compared to 
children from lower SES families.  
 
3.  Build Conflict Resolution Skills 
Conflict resolution is a life skill essential for getting along with others and navigating 
all types of relationships. Girls who say they have been leaders in their communities 
because of Girl Scouts score very highly in conflict resolution. However, the 
opposite is true for girls in Girl Scouts who reported low leadership impact. In fact, 
conflict resolution is a key area in need of improvement among all Girl Scouts, 
compared to other outcomes (e.g., positive values). Girls need opportunities to learn 
how to handle conflicts, communicate effectively with peers, and stand up for 
themselves and others when they aren’t treated well. This will help girls stand up to 
bullies and become better bystanders when bullying does occur.  
 
4.  Encourage Girls to Take Action in their Community 
Contrary to popular belief (and gender stereotypes), girls are capable of leading and 
making differences in their community. Girls say that when they help others, they 
feel better about themselves. Importantly, many youth don’t feel they have much 
power to change things or make a difference in their communities, be it at school, in 
religious organizations, in after-school programs, on a sports team, or even at home. 
It is therefore not surprising that the majority of girls expressed an interest in 
leadership training opportunities in which they could safely experiment with trying 
on leadership roles. 
 
5. Involve Trained and Supportive Adults            
Supportive adults are the cornerstone to the success of Girl Scouts and other youth-
serving organizations, and to the development of young women who are strong 
leaders. However, effective volunteers are much more than warm bodies; they are 
often the gatekeepers of high quality youth experiences, especially for younger girls. 
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As such, in addition to being inclusive, encouraging, and good models for all girls, 
adults working alongside girls need to be able to facilitate a cooperative learning 
process and girl-led experiences, giving girls increasing responsibility as they 
progress.  
 
V. CONCLUSION 
!

No organization can do it all alone or meet the needs of all girls. At a time when 
funding for youth programs is scarce, it is becoming wiser for organizations to join 
forces with other like-minded groups to bring services and programs to our youth. 
The potential for impact grows when youth organizations join forces with industries, 
non-profits, schools, and universities in a given community. Our goal in the next 
decade to is to further expand our partnerships so that through collaboration and 
knowledge sharing, we can work with other organizations to best serve girls, as well 
as youth, families, and communities in our country.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 

"...in the world of art, one can get past the usual confinements..."  
-Reneé Emunah, Past-President of the National Association for Drama Therapy 

 
From early childhood to adolescence, the arts can foster youth movements for social change 
through positive development. Students who experience high levels of arts enrichment show 
greater academic performance, enrollment in and graduation from high school and college, 
civic and community service, news consumption, and engagement in local politics. 
Moreover, participation in the arts—even as a spectator—predicts increases in civic 
engagement, tolerance and altruism, regardless of age, race, or education. 
 
One of the ways in which the arts promote positive development is through opportunities 
for social-emotional learning. The social-emotional value of the arts is important because 
these needs are central to behavior, and social-emotional skill building contributes to a 
healthier social and learning environment. 
 
The arts are a powerful vehicle for social-emotional learning because they have universal 
appeal and allow for group participation by persons of all abilities and cultures. Shared 
creative experiences can facilitate insight and empathy, which enable changing perceptions of 
self and others, social connection, and individual and collective empowerment.  
Furthermore, group-based arts activities can be implemented in school and recreational 
settings where most youth can be found. 
 
II. CASE STUDY: BEAT THE ODDS   
!
 “Beat the Odds” is an eight-week, research-based program for youth that integrates 
activities from contemporary drum circles and group counseling to teach focus and listening, 
positive behavior, team building, positive risk taking, self-esteem, awareness of others, 
leadership, sense of self, expressing feelings, managing anger, managing stress, empathy, and 
gratitude. In the original study, upon which the program is based, a school counselor 
delivered weekly, 40!45-minute drumming sessions over 12 weeks to two classrooms of fifth 
grade students at an underserved public school, while two other classrooms served as the 
control group, receiving standard education only. Before and after the drumming was 
delivered, all four classroom teachers completed a comprehensive, standardized measure of 
social-emotional behavior for each student in their class. Compared to the control group, 
teachers reported that students who participated in the drumming program showed reduced 
overall problem behavior, as well as reduced specific behaviors reflective of inattention, 
withdrawn depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress, attention deficit/hyperactivity, 
oppositional defiance, and sluggish cognitive tempo. Beat the Odds simultaneously fosters 
student engagement in school through a music experience, while building social-emotional 
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skills and community–without the stigma of therapy. Individuals without musical experience 
can deliver it to an entire classroom of youth with mixed needs and abilities.   
 
III. RECOMMENDATIONS  
!
Based on the Beat the Odds program, the following are recommendations for how to 
maximize the social-emotional benefits of and youth access to arts programs, in 
order to promote  positive development and social change: 
 

• Focus on the process of creative expression and not on the product or 
performance. Arts experiences are a metaphor for life. Focusing on the lessons that 
emerge from them without expecting perfection or mastery not only enhances their 
social-emotional value but also reduces self-judgment and anxiety that could impede 
learning. In Beat the Odds, for example, drums and rhythms reflect cultural diversity.  
Ongoing group rhythms establish a sense of community, while they release stress 
and energize. Nonverbal cues and activities, such as those requiring the echoing back 
of what is heard, encourage focus and listening. Rhythmic activities serve as the basis 
for lessons on various themes. In the session on team building and positive risk 
taking, hand shakers are systematically passed around the circle with increasing speed 
until most are dropped. This is followed by a lesson on the acceptability of making 
mistakes in the learning process and the value of giving and receiving for self and 
others. 
 

• Include opportunities for reflection and sharing. The process of creative 
expression evokes unconscious information that, when reflected upon and shared, 
can lead to more profound insight, deeper empathy, more meaningful dialogue, and 
stronger community bonds. Sharing is made even more valuable because the work of 
youth tends to be autobiographical in nature. In the Beat the Odds session on sense 
of self and awareness of others, for example, students share a favorite color, animal 
and food while drumming to the syllables of the words. We then discuss how we 
have more in common with one another than we may realize. In the session on 
leadership and empathy, after some students lead a rhythm from the center of the 
circle, others are asked to share how they think that the leaders may have felt, which 
segues into a discussion of empathy. 
 

• Target underserved upper elementary age children due to their peer-centric 
developmental stage and risk of social disengagement from exposure to chronic 
stressors. This age group also allows for meaningful self-reflection and early 
intervention at a time when existing interventions begin to be less effective. Beat the 
Odds was implemented with low-income fifth-grade students. We have since 
demonstrated the benefits of this program with a special needs class. While we 
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believe that repeat exposure between third and fifth grades can help reinforce key 
lessons learned and that the program is easily adaptable and of value to other age and 
socioeconomic groups, these assumptions have yet to be formally assessed. 

 
• Serve a whole classroom at a time, to encourage the development of positive 

relationships among students that do not ordinarily interact with or interact well with 
one another. This also prevents labeling and singling out of children as well as 
disruption of classrooms. After being trained in Beat the Odds, one school counselor 
used a single drum to give students the opportunity to share verbally as well as 
rhythmically. The students enjoyed the process and developed a group identity, 
which stopped any fighting among them because "you don't beat up a member of 
your group". 

 
• Include classroom teachers as participants. Teachers benefit from participation 

through their own stress reduction, learning new tools for working with students, 
and observing their students in other contexts. Developing materials for teachers can 
help them integrate program lessons into the classroom. Beat the Odds includes a 
companion guide for teachers to help them reinforce program concepts in the 
classroom. For example, teachers use "call and response" rhythms to get student 
attention. Before lunch and recess, they review with their students the meaning of an 
affirmation, such as "I am responsible, I do the right thing" and have their students 
practice saying it together in rhythm. 

 
• Involve multiple experts in the development of any group arts program.  

Involve creative arts therapists, or other kinds of mental health professionals 
together with arts professionals, to maximize the social-emotional benefits of the 
program. Beat the Odds was co-developed by a licensed clinical social worker, drum 
circle facilitator, and public health educator because the perspectives from each 
professional were needed to optimize the nature, complexity, length, balance, 
sequence, and flow of activities throughout the program. Collaboration enabled 
more thorough development of not only social-emotional lessons connected to 
rhythmic activities, but also guidelines for management of activities and behavior. In 
addition, the team approach proved invaluable in the selection of supportive 
language for the scripted manual and in the design of the program to maximize 
sustainability in school settings. 
 

• Evaluate your program even as you develop it. School districts, in particular, are 
more inclined to adopt evidence-based programs. Measure outcomes that matter to 
the place you are serving and engage local university faculty or students, particularly 
those in public health, to help you with your evaluation. Schools and other 
organizations have adopted Beat the Odds, even during the school day, based on the 
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evidence of social-emotional benefits for youth as well as the sustainability of the 
program through training of school personnel for delivery. 
 

• Develop a scripted manual, audiovisual materials and/or a training program, to 
enable others to teach themselves how to deliver your program, to encourage them 
to deliver it with integrity, and to enable them to replicate the findings of your 
evaluations. We developed three ways for people to learn how to deliver Beat the 
Odds: (1) a scripted manual with guidelines and accompanying CD of rhythms and 
affirmations; (2) a training DVD that demonstrates the delivery of each activity with 
children; and (3) a live, one-day training. The variety of training options is intended 
to accommodate differences in background experience, confidence levels, and 
preferred modes of learning. The availability of written and audiovisual materials also 
increases access to the program by those who cannot attend a training. A live 
training is offered because experiential learning maximizes program understanding 
and confidence in delivery. 

 
• Design the program for anyone to be able to deliver. This will make your 

program sustainable, and the more people that can effectively deliver your program 
in a variety of settings, the greater your impact will be.  In the name of sustainability, 
we used an elementary school counselor without any musical experience as our first 
deliverer of Beat the Odds. Since then, the program has been successfully delivered 
by mental health professionals, teachers, arts educators, performing artists, parents, 
college students, and others in a variety of community contexts such as elementary 
and middle schools, juvenile detention facilities, Boys and Girls Club settings, 
spiritual centers, nonprofit organizations serving youth and adults with mental 
illness, and residential facilities for older adults. 

 
• Develop public-private partnerships in the development and evaluation of your 

program. Find companies that will support your need for research, supplies or space 
for training and help you promote your program after it is developed. Business-wise, 
they can do well by doing good. Most traditional funding sources are reluctant to 
commit resources to pilot projects. Our public-private partnerships with Remo, Inc. 
(which is committed to improving the human condition through drumming) and the 
National Association of Music Merchants Foundation have provided us with 
necessary resources for developing, evaluating, and disseminating our program. 

 
IV. CONCLUSION  

 
Group arts programs can sustainably foster positive youth development and social change 
when focused on the process of guided interaction, reflection and sharing, and when designed 
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for anyone to deliver. Building value for the arts among our youth can lead to a more civically 
engaged and altruistic society. 
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
A youth organization’s success depends on young people’s participation within the local 
community. Many of the issues facing young people today reflect a poor engagement with 
community politics, cultural identity formation, and risk-taking behaviors based on that 
identity formation.  The Teen Block was founded in Lowell, Massachusetts, in 1990 with the 
goal of addressing these issues. Since that time, it has served over 8,000 young people, 
integrating social, behavioral, mental, and physical health. 
 
The city of Lowell rose during the Industrial Revolution, where it marked history with 
technological, social, and economic advances with textile factories and millworker unions. 
However, its economy fell and it quickly gained a reputation for urban decay, notable for 
being the setting of movies such as The Fighter where Christian Bale plays a local celebrity 
famous for being a drug addict. The median household income in Lowell is about 25 percent 
less than the statewide average. About a quarter of Lowell’s population of 106,000 was born 
outside the United States, and nearly half the population speaks a language other than 
English at home.  
 
The city of Lowell has a high population of marginalized young people, mostly of recent 
immigrant descent. The teen pregnancy rate of Lowell is the tenth highest in Massachusetts; 
gang violence has caused significant rifts in the community; and, considerable health 
disparities persist among Lowell’s ethnic groups.  
 
The Teen Block serves approximately 80 young people annually, aged 12-20 years old. Many 
of them are first or second generation Americans.  80 percent are Asian, 10 percent are 
African, 5 percent are Latino, and 5 percent  are classified as ‘Other.’ Members are recruited 
through high school and referred from the community, sometimes through the justice 
department. These teens are at risk for teen pregnancy and unplanned pregnancies, poverty, 
high school dropout, low educational attainment, alcohol and drug abuse, and the lure of 
gang activity. Because many Lowell youth are from refugee families, they are also affected by 
things like having been in refugee camps as young children, the challenges of adapting to a 
new country and/or culture, generational conflict between children and their immigrant and 
refugee parents, and second generation trauma for adolescent children of Southeast Asian 
and African refugee parents suffering from torture and trauma under the Khmer Rouge in 
Cambodia and oppressive regimes and war in African countries, respectively.  
 
The Teen Block is a department of the Lowell Community Health Center, through which it 
has access to medical and mental health professional services. It relies on this organizational 
structure, its staff, and a youth development model for engaging young people in their 
communities. Activities in the Teen Block are based on best practices and evidence-based 
research as well as on self-conducted needs assessments. Since the Teen Block was founded, 
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Lowell has experienced an 18 percent decline in teen births. Adults who were former 
members have returned to help sustain its structure through volunteering, grant writing, and 
employment. Teen Block youth go onto higher education, obtain jobs, and contribute 
meaningfully to the art communities of Lowell.   
 
II. LESSONS LEARNED  
  
The following three primary “lessons learned” from the Teen Block’s experience may help 
leaders of youth organizations, teachers, and others working with marginalized youth in 
diverse, urban settings like the city of Lowell. 
 
Lesson 1: The Youth Organization as Part of a Community Health Clinic 
The Teen Block is a department of the Lowell Community Health Center (LCHC), which 
has granted it easy access to medical and mental health professional services. Every staff 
member of the Teen Block undergoes training on employee standards of the medical center, 
familiarizing the staff with confidentiality issues and offering development opportunities 
such as certifications in Mental Health First Aid. LCHC acts as both an in-point and out-
point for Teen Block members, who can be referred to the Teen Block by clinicians and vice 
versa. Not only does this help the youth population, but convenient access to professional 
care and preventive health activities also includes parents and families of the youth, which 
addresses Lowell’s overall health disparities. The access to LCHC also eases barriers to sex 
education, counseling, and testing for sexually transmitted diseases as well as contraception 
and contraception counseling. Staff members of the Teen Block are provided with multiple 
cultural competencies trainings and a Community Health Education certification, certifying 
them as Community Health Workers. These courses include sexual health, nutrition, trauma, 
and mental health. Each staff member has an opportunity to receive a Mental Health First 
Aid certification to address serious emotional issues. At the Teen Block, however, it builds 
awareness for staff members who interact with teenagers seeking help and health. 
 
LCHC provides primary and behavioral health care services to the people of the Greater 
Lowell area, targeting individuals and families who are medically underserved, uninsured, and 
low income. Because of its good connections with the Teen Block, the most underserved 
youth are referred to a safe place where they can engage in the community along with the 
back-up clinical resources close at hand. This means an absolutely holistic approach to the 
health of the young people.  
 
Lesson 2: The Staff are Key Stakeholders in the Community 
The best attribute of the Teen Block is its staff, which is comprised of community members 
who spend time engaging youth. The success of the staff depends on each staff member’s 
own engagement within the city of Lowell. Most Teen Block staff members are adults 
(ranging from 20-60 years old) who have grown up in Lowell and attended the same public 
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schools as the young people they serve. They participate in events and activities in the city. 
Most of the employees at the Teen Block are of Southeast Asian and African descent. This 
cultural ‘mirroring,’ as described by common mental health practices, includes but also going 
beyond racial/ethnic lines by incorporating local Lowellian staff. This system provides 
familiarity for the youth, as well as real life examples of how to successfully navigate 
adolescence and young adulthood in Lowell. 
 
The director of the Teen Block, Sopheap Linda Sou, also directs and coordinates a dance 
troop that is a significant part of the Lowell Khmer community and attracts teenagers in 
marginalized ethnic group members as well as those youth interested in the dramatic arts.  
The cross-pollination of leadership within the community allows youth participating in the 
Teen Block opportunities and examples of local leadership. This cross-pollination also can 
be seen in every staff member who interacts with youth daily. Masada Jones, a staff member, 
heads a local slam poetry association that reaches out to artist and LGBT communities in 
Lowell. Other staff members include teachers from local public high schools and members 
of fundraising boards on local arts committees or the public access station. 
 
Staffing an organization with key stakeholders in the community is essential to teen “buy-in” 
and presents diverse and unique opportunities for youth. For a youth organization to be 
successful, it must employ staff members that remain present and engaged in the youths’ 
community.  
 
Lesson 3: Young People are Part of the Solution  
In the experience of the Teen Block, young people—from teenagers to young adults—offer 
innovative collaborations but also provide sustainability for our youth organization. The 
Teen Block focuses on developing young people as assets, thereby developing them as assets 
within their communities. The Teen Block uses a strategic prevention framework, defined by 
five steps:  

(1) Assessment 
(2) Capacity-building 
(3) Planning 
(4) Implementation 
(5) Evaluation 

 
Youth are involved at every step of the planning process so that the organization is actually 
youth-driven and youth-directed. The concept behind this idea is simple: young people are part of 
the solution. 
Successful community engagement helps prevent youth violence and promotes healthy 
behavior in young people. In this engagement, youth have been recruited for opinions, ideas, 
and solutions to issues facing their communities. The Teen Block’s strategies involve health 
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education and leadership development wrapped around support and mental health care, 
having trusted positive adults available, and using one-on-one case management. 
LCHC’s Teen Block utilizes a whole-health model by incorporating STI-prevention, teen 
pregnancy prevention, anti-violence, cultural competency, identity formation, and 
community into its programming. These are based on the idea of developing its young 
members as assets within their communities, and collaborating with them to achieve 
solutions within the community. Only until young members are allowed access and decision-
making power within their community will they be truly engaged. In turn, youth will be 
recognized as the assets that they are.  
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