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Early adolescence is a time of burgeoning independence, autonomy, and focus on peers. It is also a time when individual interests, skills, and preferences become salient to young people. Not surprisingly, out-of-school programs designed to capture the interest of early teens are diverse in focus and varied in structure, ranging from sports teams to drop-in recreation centers, from museum apprenticeships to mentoring relationships between an individual teen and an adult. This article describes the array of various organizations that offer programs and services for youths in their early teens. It explains the philosophy of positive youth development that has emerged as a unifying theme in this long-standing but newly self-conscious field. Principles of best practice are reviewed, as are five key implementation challenges: increasing participation by youths; expanding access to programs, especially in low-income communities; improving funding; evaluating program effectiveness; and coordination with other youth services. The article closes with a discussion anticipating the new opportunities that accompany the attention and funding now going toward positive youth development programs that enrich the lives of young people through informal learning.
Introduction
As children move into early adolescence (roughly ages 10 to 15), developmental changes in their interests and abilities leave many of them unwilling to attend the kinds of programs that might have attracted them at earlier ages. Because out-of-school activities are voluntary, young people can and do "vote with their feet." They willingly participate in programs they find attractive and responsive to their needs, and because of this, a growing chorus of voices has been calling for the creation of more such efforts.

In a rare consensus among experts, a variety of youth development "think tanks"—including the Academy for Educational Development, Chapin Hall Center for Children, International Youth Foundation, Public/Private Ventures, and the Search Institute (which now encompasses the pioneering Center for Early Adolescence)—have described the developmental needs of youths and have articulated how communities can ensure that their youths have opportunities to be safe, develop competence, and forge positive relationships with adults and peers.

Opinion polls reveal that the public is concerned about the nation's young people and supports programs that help schools and families provide the guidance that young adolescents need. For example, a 1998 poll revealed that 93% of parents and no parents support expansion of after-school activities and more than 80% said they would be willing to have tax dollars used for this purpose. Similarly, a wide majority of individuals surveyed recently by Public Agenda expressed worry that American society does not offer enough constructive activities or meaningful roles to its young people, and 60% said they viewed after-school programs as an effective way to help young people. 

Parents insist that they want their children involved in constructive and engaging community programs when school is out, as a recent survey conducted by the U.S. Department of Education shows. The majority of parents want their children to attend after-school programs, and most believe the programs should focus on educational enrichment, such as computer clubs, arts classes, music courses, and community service. 

Young people themselves report similar views about what they want and need from programs during the no school hours. In a series of focus groups held near Washington, D.C., young people explained that they want constructive activities to engage their bodies, hearts, and minds during the time they are not in school. They want very much to prepare for their futures. They want safe places to go, grow, learn, work, and "just hang out." They want structure balanced with choice. They want a voice in determining the programs, services, and opportunities. They want to learn and practice new skills. They want to spend more quality time with caring adults and with other young people. They want to contribute to the work of the larger society. And—yes—they want to have fun.

The harmony between what young people need to grow toward productive adulthood and what they want to do during their free time represents a substantial opportunity for program planners, founders, policymakers, parents, and young people. Building on a study of community-based youth development programs for young adolescents undertaken by the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development in the early 1990s, this article describes the diverse array of programs for young teens—from Girl Scouts and Little League to museums and mentoring programs—and it examines the philosophy of positive youth development that increasingly informs program offerings for young people. It also identifies critical issues of program implementation that confront this rapidly growing field, and reviews emerging evaluation findings that suggest the impacts that well-implemented programs can have on the lives and behaviors of participants.

Mapping the Universe of Youth Development Programs
 

According to the National Center for Charitable Statistics, about 17,000 youth development organizations were active in the United States in 1990. There is no standard definition of a youth development program, as a diverse array of out-of-school activities, programs, and organizations (largely private and voluntary) combine to form the youth development sector. Some programs are affiliated with national youth-serving organizations; others are sponsored by public institutions or agencies, including parks and recreation departments, libraries, schools, and police. Some are operated by private organizations with broad mandates such as religious groups, museums, and civic organizations, while others are run by freestanding grass roots community-based organizations.

Adopting the framework used by the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development, this article organizes programs by institutional auspices, then looks across programs to identify commonalities and differences that exist independent of auspice. For instance, programs in each category vary in their goals and content (sports, academic enrichment, vocational guidance, or community service).

They also vary in structure. Some offer a facility where youths can gather; others link youths to a mentor or troop that can meet anywhere. Some programs focus on a single activity—for example, sports or the arts—while others offer a broad array of choices to youth participants. Many groups that once thought of themselves as providing recreation have come to define their service as "informal education" or youth development. Programmatic substance is at issue, not just semantics. Past recreation programs saw their purpose as providing fun and preventing harm, but today youth development programs are more intentional about teaching young people new knowledge and allowing them to practice useful life skills.

What distinguishes youth development programs from the vast array of ameliorative services is their emphasis on supporting the normal socialization and healthy development of young people. If the entire spectrum of youth services can be thought of as a continuum, youth development services would be at one end and social control or incarceration would be at the other. In between these ends of the continuum would fall primary prevention (of problems such as substance abuse, adolescent pregnancy, juvenile crime, and the like); short-term intervention; and long-term treatment. While some youth development organizations may offer some prevention and intervention programs, their focus is on promoting normal development; providing environments and relationships that nurture and challenge young people; building their competencies; and treating them as resources.
Lot of measures were taken in this regards by stakeholders and they have benefited immensely. The advantages enormous while the disadvanges are at minimum because it has improved the productivity of youth as well as the community.

National Youth-Serving Organizations 

National youth-serving organizations represent the largest single category of youth development programs for early teens. These long-standing programs are familiar throughout the nation, and include 4-H, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Boys and Girls Clubs, YMCA, YWCA, Girls Incorporated, Camp Fire, Big Brothers/Big Sisters, and Junior Achievement. The National Collaboration for Youth, an interagency council of the nation's 25 major youth-serving organizations, notes that its member agencies serve more than 30 million young people each year, making this system second only to the public schools in the number of youths served annually. Indeed, nearly 50% of eighth graders in the nationally representative sample surveyed by the U.S. Department of Education reported participation in programs sponsored by one of these groups. Most of these agencies serve youths in the age range from 5 to 18, with much of their membership clustering around the early adolescent years.

The programs offered by national youth-serving organizations share a number of common features. For instance, most hold a commitment to promoting prosocial values and building a variety of life skills (such as leadership, problem solving, and decision making), and most rely on small groups and trained leaders, both paid and volunteer, for program delivery. Most adopt a pedagogy that involves hands-on education, cooperative learning, and age-appropriate programming strategies.

Key differences also separate the programs provided by the national groups. For instance, some organizations (Y's, Boys and Girls Clubs, Girls Incorporated centers) run programs in their own facilities, while others (Scouts, Camp Fire, 4-H) operate through troops or groups that can meet in schools, churches and synagogues, community centers, even private homes. The structure of the Big Brothers/Big Sisters and other mentoring programs is a professionally supervised one-to-one match between an adult volunteer and a young person.

The troop and mentoring programs rely primarily on volunteers who work directly with young people. In contrast, the facility-based programs more often use paid staff, supplemented by volunteers, to deliver the majority of their services. Programs organized around troops tend to meet once a week for one or two hours, while facility-based organizations usually offer programming for 20 to 40 hours per week, although not all youths participate in the full array of offerings at these sites. Mentors and youths often determine themselves how often and how long to get together, as long as a minimal level of contact is maintained. 

Some organizations offer a comprehensive array of youth development programs designed to address the needs of the "whole child," while others emphasize specific kinds of knowledge and skills. For example, the traditional Junior Achievement program teaches entrepreneurship skills as small groups of young people work with adult volunteer leaders from the corporate community to design and implement their own small businesses. In contrast, the core program of Girls Incorporated encompasses six areas: careers and life planning, health and sexuality, leadership and community action, sports and adventure, self-reliance and life skills, and culture and heritage.

National youth organizations also vary on the amount of autonomy offered to local affiliates to shape program content. At one end of this continuum (the "top-down" approach) are the scouting organizations, which provide a well-developed national program with handbooks, uniforms, badges, and management guidelines. Using the "bottom-up" approach are the YMCA and YWCA, which provide few nationally developed programs and encourage local variation in service offerings. Other options balance national guidance with local autonomy. For example, the national offices of both Boys and Girls Clubs and Girls Incorporated develop core programs, which they encourage affiliates to adopt by offering training, recognition, and incentives that may include pass-through funds.

The demographic profile of youth participants, in terms of socioeconomic status, and racial and ethnic background, differs markedly among these organizations. For example, Boys and Girls Clubs and Girls Incorporated serve high percentages of low-income and minority youths, while the scouting organizations tend to underserved these groups. Surprisingly, some organizations have not determined the demographics of their current service populations—at least on the national level.

Independent Youth Organizations 

Grass roots youth organizations play an important role in many American communities, although they have seldom been counted or studied explicitly. An exploratory study of independent youth organizations conducted in 1991 by the Carnegie Council concluded that these groups did a particularly good job of reaching low-income adolescents. More than half of the programs studied defined their primary role as enhancing youth development. With fragile funding, individual programs often focus on a limited number of services. As a group, however, grass roots youth organizations offer a wide array of services that may include life-skills training, substance-abuse education, counseling, crisis intervention, community service, academic tutoring, communications skills, peer counseling, sex education, job readiness and career awareness, health education, physical fitness and sports, arts programs, and safe havens. While these youth groups are hard to categorize and highly idiosyncratic, they are potentially powerful resources that can contribute to the healthy development of young people, especially those living in high-risk environments

Best Practices in Positive Youth Development


(Social-science theory and research findings have identified the basic developmental needs that all young adolescents strive to meet as they grow and mature. (See the article by Eccles in this journal issue.) A healthy transition to adulthood results from a complex process throughout childhood and adolescence. Current theory suggests that young adolescents need opportunities for physical activity, development of competence and achievement, self-definition, creative expression, positive social interaction with peers and adults, a sense of structure and clear limits, and meaningful participation in authentic work. Experts and intermediary organizations active in the youth-serving field have translated these insights into a conceptualization of positive youth development, from which practical guidance for program leaders and staff can be derived.

Positive youth development refers to an ongoing growth process in which all youths endeavor to meet their basic needs for safety, caring relationships, and connections to the larger community while striving to build academic, vocational, personal, and social skills. Programs that are designed to foster youth development build on the strengths of young people, recognizing their need for both ongoing support and challenging opportunities. They stand in contrast to programs that attempt to "fix" young people by addressing particular problem behaviors such as school dropout, early pregnancy, or substance abuse. Youth development programs may seek to prevent problems, but by their nature they have a broader focus, recognizing that—in the words of one leader—problem-free is not fully prepared.

Youth development experts have increasingly paid attention to the ways in which the community environment can protect young people against negative choices and support their healthy development in such areas as educational success, interpersonal strength, and emotional well-being. Using an "asset-based" approach to youth development, some organizations work with community members and leaders to assess and strengthen available supports and opportunities for youths. One organization has listed 40 assets needed by youths to develop social competencies, positive values, and commitment to learning; and it has developed methods to survey youths, parents, and professionals to document the degree to which individual communities offer those assets. Another initiative focuses on helping communities ensure that their youths have safe places to gather, good relationships with peers and adults, opportunities to learn and practice skills, constructive activities during "gap periods" (for example, non-school hours or the transition from elementary school to middle school), as well as supports that endure throughout the adolescent years. 

A community assessment is likely to focus the attention of local leaders on the availability and quality of programs that support youth development. But do existing programs indeed offer positive experiences to youths? Two recent studies have confirmed that good youth development programs operate in ways that are consistent with solid developmental theory. Public/Private Ventures examined participation patterns and program delivery in 15 local organizations that were affiliated with national youth programs—Boys and Girls Clubs, Girls Incorporated, and the YMCA. In each case, five local programs were chosen for analysis because they were well implemented and applied a youth development philosophy to their work. Overall, although the assessment did not examine youth outcomes directly, the researchers concluded that these facility-based programs offered activities that were attractive to young people, fostered their healthy development, and elicited participation at a level significant enough to make a positive difference in the lives of many youths. 

Another study of community youth programs used ethnographic methods to learn more about those programs which, according to local youths, provided the most effective and comfortable learning environments. The study was carried out in 30 regions of the United States and involved more than 120 local organizations that worked with more than 30,000 young people over the past decade. Some were nationally affiliated groups such as Y's and Boys and Girls Clubs; others were grass roots groups. The programming in these organizations tended to focus on community service, athletics linked to academics, or the arts. As participant-observers, the researchers studied the organizations that were popular with young people and identified principles of best youth work practice. They discovered that within these particular programs, youths (1) were offered rich learning experiences, (2) relished their active engagement in problem solving and decision making, (3) were treated as resources and felt needed, and (4) found opportunities to develop positive relationships with adults and peers.

Principles of best practice provide general guidelines rather than a specific blueprint for program design. But these principles, in combination with solid program examples, can help practitioners move from idea to action. Good program models abound, but several issues seem to stand in the way of widespread implementation. The next section will examine several of these challenges.

Issues in Program Implementation
 

Even the most sophisticated program planners face real challenges in their efforts to develop or expand effective programs for young adolescents. These include making programs attractive and relevant to the target audience (participation issues), increasing access for youths in low-income communities, securing adequate financial resources, developing realistic ways to measure effectiveness, and coordinating efforts with other youth-supportive services, including schools.

Issue 1: Participation 

Participation in youth development programs (religious youth programs, sports programs, Scouts, Ys, 4-H, Camp Fire, and others) tends to drop off during early adolescence. The explanation for this phenomenon is probably multifaceted. Existing programs may not meet the developmental needs or interests of young teens; adolescents have more choice than younger children about how to spend their free time; and adult leaders may be more comfortable with younger children and so develop programs more suited to their interests.

Despite the well-documented trend of declining participation among early adolescents, some organizations have developed successful approaches for attracting and retaining young teens in their programs. These approaches were distilled by the Carnegie study into "principles of best practice" for youth development programs serving young adolescents. (See Box 2.) When young people describe what they like best about participating in out-of-school youth activities, they often cite "fun and friends" and "voice and choice." These ideas are reflected in the principles of best practice drawn from effective real-world programs.

Several other factors—including income, gender, and race—influence who joins youth development programs. (See Figure 1.) The national survey of eighth graders in 1988 mentioned earlier revealed that boys and girls were equally likely to participate in organized out-of-school activities (71% and 72% participated in at least one activity), although they joined different activities. Figure 1 also shows that white eighth graders were more likely than young teens of color to be involved in out-of-school activities. The most striking difference separates low-income youths from their more affluent counterparts. In 1988, some 40% of eighth graders in the lowest-income quartile did not participate in any organized activity, while only 17% of the youths in the highest-income group were not involved. 

In-depth studies of specific communities reveal that low-income neighborhoods, both urban and rural, are the least likely to offer consistent support and a wide array of developmental opportunities to adolescents. One study of community resources available for youths ages 11 to 14 contrasted a low-income, African-American neighborhood in Chicago with an affluent, primarily white suburb. The suburban community offered three times as many services as the inner-city community. It provided a rich array of choices that emphasized educational enrichment, while the inner-city programs focused on academic remediation and personal support. Public agencies were a more significant resource in the suburban community than at the inner-city site. Public middle schools offered nearly seven times as many extracurricular activities per week, and public park districts provided eight times the number of activities during an average week. On the other hand, churches played a larger role in the inner-city neighborhood. Unequal access to programs and supportive institutions is no doubt a key factor explaining the different participation rates by youths in low-income and in affluent families.

Issue 2: Access 

As the previous discussion hinted, the issue of participation is closely related to that of access. Major barriers to participation that especially affect youths living in low-income areas include transportation, location of services (which includes safety considerations), and whether or not there are fees for services or for required items like uniforms. More subtle access issues—especially for young adolescents, who have radar about such matters—is whether or not they will be made to feel welcome at the organization or program. Issues of race and gender as well as physical ability/disability influence young people's perceptions of access and decisions about participation. The principles of best practice presented in Box 2 suggest that programs address these challenges by thoughtful planning and concerted outreach. To extend their reach to underserved youths, programs take their services to the neighborhoods where low-income youths live or attend school. They recruit, train, and support diverse staff and volunteers who are skilled at working with low-income populations.

Providing outreach to low-income youths has financial implications, however, and funding is another of the key ongoing issues faced by youth organizations of all types.

Issue 3: Funding 

While little systematic research exists about funding patterns of youth organizations, it is clear that in this country, the financing of youth development programs suggests they are viewed as "nice but not necessary." The organizations report that their boards and staffs spend inordinate amounts of time and other organizational resources generating enough financial backing to do their work. In general, it is fair to say that four words characterize the funding of youth development programs in American society: diversity, instability, inadequacy, and inequity.32 

Diversity 

As might be expected, different funding patterns exist for the different types of youth organizations. The traditional youth-serving organizations tend to receive most of their support through private sources. Local United Ways are, and have long been, core supporters of youth-serving organizations across the country, although United Way support to most agencies has decreased in recent years—owing to increased local competition for the approximately $3 billion collected and distributed by 1,300 United Way affiliates nationwide. Some organizations, such as the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, receive substantial revenues from participants through membership dues and uniform sales, as well as income earned from the public (mainly through cookie sales).

Conclusion

This research will contribute to the audience and to the symposium because in thinking about ways to improve services for youths, it is always useful to consider the bottom line. The goal of youth development programs, both in and out of school, is productive adulthood. Labor economists who have analyzed the mismatch between the American economy and its education system outlined a set of "new basic skills" that all young people need if they are to succeed in the contemporary economy. These skills include: the ability to read and do math at a minimum ninth-grade level; problem-solving skills; written and oral communication skills; the ability to work in groups with people different from oneself; and knowledge of and comfort with technology. This analysis of national education data reveals, however, that half of America's 17-year-olds do not possess this set of skills. 

The challenge is clear. All youth-serving institutions in American society have a role to play in helping young people prepare for productive adulthood. Community youth programs are well positioned to add value to the work of schools and families by building on young people's current knowledge and strengths. In addition, they can provide young people with the support, protection, guidance, and opportunities that will allow them all to take their places as the next generation of America's workers, family members, and citizens.
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