





Findings From

ACT for YOUTH

2000 to
2006

Act for Youth Centers of Excellence



FINDINGS FROM ACT FOR YOUTH

Acknowledgement

The Centers of Excellence thank the New York State Department of Health for their
vision, leadership, and support of this innovative initiative, recognizing that our children
and youth are truly New York’s greatest resource.




CONTENTS|

Contents

Executive Summary 5

Introduction

Background 9
ACT for Youth 9
Goals and Outcomes 11
What is Youth Development? 11
The Research Base 13

Evaluation Approach and Methodology

Background 15
Evaluation Outcome Areas 15
Evaluation Strategy 16
Data Collection Tools and Strategies 16
Data Sources 17

Outcome One: Build and Maintain the CPD

Introduction 19
Summary of Key Trends 19
Vision and Mission 20
Leadership 21
Relationships 23
Membership 26
Lessons Learned 27
Exemplar: Cattaraugus County ACT for Youth 29

Outcome Two: Increased Services, Opportunities and
Supports

Introduction 31
New and Enhanced Programs 32
Direct and Indirect Approaches 36
Lessons Learned 39
Exemplar: Jefferson County ACT for Youth 40




FINDINGS FROM ACT FOR YOUTH

Outcome Three: Increased Youth Engagement

Introduction

Youth Involvement in Meaningful Roles
Meaningful Opportunities for Young People
Benefits

Lessons Learned

Exemplar: Brooklyn ACT for Youth

Outcome Four: Organizational Change

Introduction

Developing a Common Youth Development Language

Creating Opportunities for Engaging Staff in ACT for Youth

Youth Development Training for Public and Private Community Agencies
Incorporating Youth Voice into Organizations

Organizational Self-Assessments

Lessons Learned

Exemplar: Greene County ACT for Youth

Outcome Five: Community Policy Change

Introduction

Summary of Key Trends

Understanding the Importance of Collaboration
Community-Level Understanding of Youth Development
Lessons Learned

Exemplar: Erie County ACT for Youth

Conclusion

ACT for Youth Regional Centers of Excellence

Background

Develop and Sustain Relationships with CDPs
Provide Training and Technical Assistance

Create Clearinghouse

Facilitate Research

Evaluate the Impact of the ACT for Youth Initiative
Assist the Department of Health

Key Elements of a Successful Center of Excellence
Conclusion

Next Steps

41
42
45
50
50
52

53
53
54
55
55
55
57
58

59
59
60
63
65
67

69

71
72
72
72
74
75
75
76
78
79




CONTENTS|

Bibliography 80

Key to Figures, Graphs, and Tables

Figure I: Structure of ACT for Youth 10
Figure 2: Link between Youth Development Research and ACT for Youth 14
Figure 3: Building Community Capacity through Cross-Sector Partnerships 16

Table 1.1:  Percentage of CDP Members that Reported Seeking Joint

Funding with Other Partners 26
Table 2.1:  Number and Utilization of Services 33
Table 2.2:  Average Number of CDP Supports, by Type 33
Table 2.3:  CDP Programs at the End of Year Three 34
Table 2.4:  New Programs Developed in Year Four 35
Table 3.1:  Average Number of Youth Involved in Meaningful Roles

Across all ACT for Youth CDPs 44
Table 3.2: 2003 Upstate Needs Assessment Adolescent Participation

in Agency Activities 46

Table 5.1: ~ Number of CDPs Reporting Community Policy Change Activities 60




FINDINGS FROM ACT FOR YOUTH




EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

ACT for Youth

In 2000, the New York State Department of
Health launched an innovative and ambi-
tious initiative aimed at enhancing the lives
of youth through community-level change
and collaboration. Called Assets Coming
Together (ACT) for Youth, the initiative was
developed in cooperation with Partners

for Children, a collaboration of public and
private sector partners focused on improv-
ing health, education, and other outcomes
for children and adolescents in New York
State. The ACT for Youth initiative pro-
motes the health and well being of adoles-
cents by transforming the contexts within
which they live. The long-term goals of the
initiative include prevention of violence,
abuse, and risky sexual activity among
young people ages 10-19 by fostering a
positive youth development approach that
strengthens communities and provides all
young people with opportunities to thrive.
The findings after five years of the ACT

for Youth initiative endorse the promise of
youth development strategies for creating
long-term change. Through ACT for Youth,
a solid baseline of optimism and positive
change for community-level youth devel-
opment has been established in New York
State.

The New York State Department of Health
selected eleven communities to develop
cross-sector community development part-
nerships (CDP) that served as the primary
vehicle driving youth development oriented
change. These communities included: the
Bronx, Brooklyn, Yonkers, Columbia Coun-
ty, Greene County, Capital District (Albany,
Rensselaer, and Schenectady), Onondaga
County, Otsego County, Cattaraugus
County, Jefferson County, and Erie County.
To assist these communities and the state
with this large-scale initiative, two Centers

of Excellence provided training, technical
assistance, and evaluation support. In the
Downstate region, the Center of Excellence
was administered from the Mount Sinai
Adolescent Health Center. The Upstate
region was led by a collaboration among
Cornell University’s Family Life Develop-
ment Center, the University of Rochester
Division of Adolescent Medicine, and the
New York State Center for School Safety.
The work of the CDPs focused around the
achievement of five outcomes:

1. Enhance and maintain the community
development partnership

2. Increase services, opportunities, and
supports for young people

3. Increase youth engagement
4. Organizational change
5.  Community policy change

The Centers of Excellence provided train-
ing and technical assistance to CDPs on
these outcomes and conducted periodic
evaluations to assess progress toward their
achievement.

Evaluation

The ACT for Youth initiative put into prac-
tice core elements of youth development
theory. The five-year evaluation plan dem-
onstrated progress toward achieving the five
core outcomes listed above by illustrating
changes in the way communities worked
together to serve and include youth. Central
to the evaluation of ACT for Youth was an
examination of the role that the communi-
ty partnerships played in this process — how
they formed, functioned, and operated, and
how they were sustained. Data collection
tools and approaches included quantitative
and qualitative methods to gather informa-
tion from a broad number of key stake-
holders and constituents at various points
in time over the course of the initiative.
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Key Findings

The evaluation efforts conducted over
five years yielded important descriptions
of community-level change. There was
notable progress in each outcome area
and lessons to inform similar efforts in
the future were derived. In brief, the most
instructive findings include:

* New and improved cross-sector com-
munity partnerships are operational
and represent systems working together,
many for the first time. Almost all sites
created a partnership although each
varied in functionality and effectiveness.
These partnerships were the essential
vehicle driving the initiative at the com-
munity level.

* All community partnerships learned a
great deal about what positive youth
development means, and have a clearer
understanding of how to create sustain-
able momentum and change.

* All communities strengthened and
created services, opportunities, and sup-
ports that enabled youth to transition to
adulthood with increased competencies,
confidence, and positive experiences on
which to build.

o Communities have a broader under-
standing of youth voice and understand
the activities and mechanisms that allow
youth to have voice, choice, and in-
creased responsibilities in their environ-
ment and lives.

Substantial progress was made toward
increasing authentic youth engagement
efforts beyond token inclusion of young
people. All sites progressed in viewing
youth as resources and/or experts, but
high-level youth engagement where
youth were equal partners was a chal-
lenging, yet necessary process for many
of the CDPs. Similar to the process of
creating sustainable community policy

change, a cultural shift away from deeply
embedded societal norms of youth-adult
interaction. This shift requires tenac-

ity and additional committed resources
beyond the original five year plan.

* New positive strategies and relation-
ships emerged with non-traditional
and sometimes hard to engage partners
such as schools, justice/law enforcement,
faith-based groups, parents, and busi-
ness/economic development. Particularly
hard-to-reach constituencies such as
education and law enforcement made
significant progress in coming to the
table to understand environment and its
impact on positive youth development.
There is still room for improvement in
engaging these constituencies; however,
ACT for Youth broke barriers and forged
new commonalities among these key
stakeholder groups.

Funder support of positive youth de-
velopment initiatives is more apparent
today than when this process began five
years ago. Cross-sector fertilization has
occurred. Local economic development,
school board, and juvenile justice plans,
as well as other funding proposals, are
more likely to ask for and fund initiatives
where there will be a positive demon-
strated impact for community youth.

Lessons Learned

A number of lessons were learned through
the ACT for Youth initiative that can in-
form future iterations of this work in New
York State and beyond. Some of the most
important lessons include:

* Devote early attention to group pro-
cesses and structure. Once a partnership
is formed, the group processes must be
clearly laid out. Clearly defining and
articulating roles, responsibilities, and
expectations from the start was instru-
mental to success. Memorandums of
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understanding were helpful. Subcom-
mittees within the partnership were also
beneficial. Starting early on with a joint
project that gets people working together
and invested in the outcome was a great
way to build group trust and capacity.

Involve a diverse array of partners and
community stakeholders, especially
non-traditional and hard-to-engage
partners. CDPs that were successful in
creating community-level change recog-
nized the importance of drawing diverse
organizations into their partnership at

a very early stage. A large web of stake-
holders not only allowed for multiple
perspectives on promoting a community
youth development agenda, but also gave
partnerships the ability to leverage con-
siderably larger networks of individuals
and resources.

Utilize youth-adult partnerships. Pro-
grams, services, and activities planned
through youth-adult partnerships, rather
than by adults alone, are more innovative
and have the potential to engage more
youth. Youth-adult partnerships are an
authentic and essential mechanism for
achieving broad youth development
goals.

Provide universally accessible activi-
ties and services for youth: do not limit
programs to specific “at risk” or “high
risk” groups. Such specific targeting leads
to stigma and decreased youth engage-
ment. Increased levels of authentic youth
engagement were noted when services
and programs were not offered as part of
a “service package” but rather framed as
an exciting set of opportunities for youth
to get involved in their community.

Foster youth action at all levels of the
initiative. Youth action is critical to the
process of creating and sustaining com-
munity policy change. Without an active
and vocal cadre of youth voicing their

needs and opinions, community policy
change is very unlikely! Youth action
must be infused at all levels of the initia-
tive otherwise the momentum will lose
adhesion and will quickly falter.

Understand that five years is a chal-
lenging time frame for new partner-
ships to achieve exemplary, sustainable
community policy change. Many CDPs
are now beginning to see community-
level changes emerging as a result of the
work completed over the past five years.
The CDPs helped develop and establish
optimism and positive change for com-
munity-level youth development in New
York State. Continued support plays an
important role in ensuring that current
change efforts become institutionalized
within the community. @
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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Background

The health of our youth mirrors and
directly impacts the health of our country.
Today’s youth are tomorrow’s workforce,
parents, and leaders. The future of youth is
shaped by the opportunities we create for
them today.

In the late 1990s, the New York State
Department of Health began a critical
examination of its youth-serving programs
and the approaches they exemplified in
communities across the state. Building

on lessons learned from categorical risk-
reduction approaches, the Department
considered new ways to foster optimum
health and well being for New York State
youth. Two principal themes emerged:

* Youth-serving programs should take
a positive approach to youth; one that
considers their strengths and potential
rather than highlights their less positive
or “risky” behaviors.

+ In order to reach all youth and achieve
long-term change, there must be an
extensive shift in consciousness at all
levels of government and in all sectors of
communities. There needed to be a shift
in the way all state level policy makers
and segments of the community viewed
and interacted with youth.

The Department of Health developed a
new initiative using a Youth Development
approach to impact a myriad of risk be-
haviors and concerns. By building oppor-
tunities for youth, addressing self-esteem,
recognizing and building on assets, and
generally viewing youth more positively,
the aim was to address the root causes of
unhealthy and risky behaviors.

ACT for Youth

In 2000, the New York State Department of
Health launched an innovative and ambi-

tious initiative aimed at enhancing the
lives of youth through community-level
change and collaboration. Called Assets
Coming Together (ACT) for Youth, the ini-
tiative was developed in cooperation with
Partners for Children, a collaboration of
public and private sector partners focused
on improving health, education, and other
outcomes for children and adolescents

in New York State. The ACT initiative
embodies a new framework for promoting
the health and well being of youth, policy
development, and community change.

The ACT for Youth initiative promotes the
health and well being of adolescents by
transforming the contexts within which
they live. The long-term goal of the initia-
tive is to foster a positive youth develop-
ment approach that strengthens commu-
nities and provides all young people with
opportunities to thrive.

The Role of Community Mobilization

At its inception, the ACT for Youth initia-
tive was broadly designed “to foster models
of community mobilization to build and
enhance comprehensive prevention sys-
tems focusing on youth and their families”
(New York State Department of Health,
ACT for Youth Request for Application,
1998). Building on youth development
theory, research, and practice, the strategy
was to form Community Development
Partnerships (CDPs), with cross-sector
community involvement that engaged

a broad spectrum of stakeholders and
represented diverse interests and concerns.
These community collaborations were to
implement comprehensive and integrated
prevention and youth development strate-
gies by creating environmental systemic
changes in order to improve health and
well being and reduce negative outcomes
for youth. The ACT for Youth CDP was

at the heart of the initiative and was the
central vehicle for creating community
change. These partnerships were ideally

to occur across social, economic, and civic
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sectors and focus on creating enduring
collaborations aimed at providing young
people developmentally supportive op-
portunities to feel safe and connected to
adults and community institutions, and
to become active agents in their lives and
communities.

The Structure of ACT for Youth

ACT for Youth was jointly funded and
managed by two centers within the NYS
Department of Health (DOH): the Center
for Community Health and the AIDS
Institute. More specifically, DOH staff

in the Bureau of Child and Adolescent
Health and the Adolescent HIV Prevention
Services Unit were responsible for the day-
to-day management of ACT. Funding sup-
ported the creation and maintenance of

11 Community Development Partnerships
across the state. The CDPs were located

in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Yonkers, Greene
County, Columbia County, Capital District

FIGURE 1.

(Albany, Schenectady, Rensselaer Coun-
ties), Otsego County, Jefferson County,
Onondaga County, Cattaraugus County,
and Erie County.

An innovative feature of the initiative was
the establishment of two Regional Centers
of Excellence. The Downstate Center was
located at the Mount Sinai Adolescent
Health Center; the Upstate Center was
based at Cornell University’s Family Life
Development Center in collaboration with
University of Rochester Division of Ado-
lescent Medicine and the New York State
Center for School Safety. The Centers were
responsible for providing resources and
technical assistance to the CDPs in their
efforts to implement and sustain positive
youth development in their communities.
The goals of the Centers of Excellence were
to:

+ Provide technical assistance and training

 Provide information on research and
best practices

THE STRUCTURE OF ACT FOR YOUTH

Downstate Center of
Excellence

e Mount Sinai Adolescent
Health Center

New York State
Department of Health
e AIDS Institute

e Bureau of Child and
Adolescent Health

Development
Partnerships
Bronx, Brooklyn, Capital
District, Cattaraugus
County, Columbia County,
Erie County, Greene
County, Jefferson County,
Onondaga County, Otsego
County, Yonkers

Upstate Center of Excellence

e Cornell University

e University of Rochester

e New York State Center of
School Safety

10
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+ Promote consistency in planning and
evaluation

+ Assist the Department of Health and its
state-level partners in promoting a posi-
tive youth development agenda for New
York State

In close collaboration with DOH staff,
the Centers of Excellence worked together
to provide a uniform approach in their
support of the CDPs. In the initial stage
of ACT, the Centers focused their efforts
on CDPs in their geographic areas. The
Downstate Center worked primarily with
CDPs in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Yonkers,
Greene County, and Columbia County.
The Upstate Center worked with CDPs in
the Capital District, Otsego, Onondaga,
Jefferson, Cattaraugus, and Erie Counties.

Over time, this geographic division of
labor was replaced by a system in which
any and all of the CDPs could access the
resources and services of each of the two
Centers. This collaborative approach that
evolved among the ACT for Youth partici-
pants (DOH, Centers of Excellence, CDPs)
was evidenced by such activities as joint
site visits to the CDP communities, regular
meetings and planning retreats with DOH
and Center staff, periodic meetings of the
CDPs with DOH and the Centers, joint
training for the CDPs conducted by staff
from both Centers, and the planning and
execution of joint and complementary
evaluation activities (as demonstrated in
this final report).

Goals and Outcomes

Although each CDP was unique in terms
of its composition and approach, all used
the following five core outcomes to guide
the planning and evaluation of their work:

1. Enhance and maintain the CDP: im-
proved collaboration among partners
through increased communication,
outreach to different sectors of the

community, involving all partners in
CDP decision-making.

2. Increased services, opportunities,
and supports for young people: new
opportunities for young people in
family, school, and community; new
or strengthened support services; and
new or enhanced activities promoting
positive youth outcomes;

3. Increased youth engagement: new
opportunities for young people
to contribute to their community,
including service work, advocacy, and
leadership;

4. Organizational change: changes
among community organizations and
institutions reflecting youth develop-
ment principles, including changes in
organizational structures, philosophy,
tools, and physical environments; and

5. Community policy change: policy
changes reflecting youth development
principles in community institutions
such as schools, townships, city gov-
ernment, and county government.

This report will describe how ACT for
Youth unfolded over time, capturing both
individual CDP experiences and identify-
ing common themes and lessons learned
across all of the sites. It is intended to be of
value to other communities interested in
implementing similar efforts and contrib-
ute to the youth development knowledge
base regarding implementation of best
practices in youth development. The

next section provides the theoretical and
empirical context out of which the ACT for
Youth Initiative evolved.

What is Youth Development?

The youth development framework is a
descendant of resilience studies conducted
in the early 1980s by scholars who began
to explore why some children and youth

11
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achieved a healthy, even happy, adulthood
despite facing serious adversity (Rutter,
1985; Werner & Smith, 1992). Resiliency
research identified protective factors that
promoted well being and demonstrated
the importance of positive youth outcomes
such as competencies, connectedness, and
self-image (Werner et al., 1992; Resnick,
Bearman, & Blum, 1997) for all youth,
especially youth facing extra challenges and
environmental hardships. It also evolved
from best practices/lessons learned in

the prevention field prior to the 1990s:
cross agency collaboration, client-driven
program planning and services, changes

in restrictions on categorical funding, and
the acknowledgment of the interwoven
roles of families, classrooms, schools, peers,
neighborhoods, and larger communities

in influencing outcomes of children and
adolescents (Wynn, Costello, Halpern, &
Richman, 1994).

Youth development has been defined in
many ways by scholars, practitioners, and
policy makers (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan,
Lonczak, & Hawkins, 1998; Kirby & Coyle,
1997; National Governors Association
Center for Best Practices, 2000; Eccles et
al., 2002). Most experts view positive youth
development not as a specific program
model, but as an overarching framework
that can be used to assure that all youth
encounter an ample supply of services,
opportunities, and supports as they move
through their daily lives. It involves
building and mobilizing existing commu-
nity resources in ways that maximize the
likelihood that each young person in the
community will encounter multiple op-
portunities to build on existing skills, meet
developmental needs, and serve as useful
and valued members of their communities.
This concept departs from more traditional
prevention strategies that have focused

on the deficits of youth, viewing them as
problems to be fixed, rather than resources
to be developed (Pittman, 2000; Roth &
Brooks-Gunn, 1998). Positive community-

level youth development involves creating
approaches that reach all youth rather than
only those believed to possess a particular
risk profile.

Although youth development in its broad-
est form is best described as a community-
level endeavor, individual programs can
use core youth development principles by
emphasizing the following key youth devel-
opment elements (Whitlock, 2001):

* Positive youth outcomes focus: Families,
schools, and communities prepare their
young people for adulthood by building
on the competencies and values youth
need to become healthy and productive
adults. Positive youth outcomes include
competencies (e.g., social, emotional,
vocational, academic), self-confidence,
connectedness (attachment to commu-
nity, family, friends), character, compas-
sion and contribution.

+ Youth engagement and youth voice:
Young people have meaningful roles
in family, school, and the community,
where their contributions make a differ-
ence. These contributions can include
service, consulting with adults in plan-
ning, and shared leadership. Sometimes
organizations and institutions need to
try new ways of working to take full
advantage of the contributions young
people can make.

+ Inclusiveness: Services, opportunities,
and supports are available to all young
people in the community. At the same
time, care is taken to assure that the
young people requiring high levels of
support (e.g., youth in foster care) are
reached.

* Long-term involvement: Developmen-
tally appropriate services, opportunities,
and supports are available for young
people across the age spectrum. In other
words, the supports from the commu-
nity are long-term, reflect the develop-
mental needs of young people, and avoid

12
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setting young people up for “aging out”
of needed supports.

« Community involvement: The creation
of a youth-friendly community involves
all sectors of the community, beyond
human service and youth program
providers to include other community
organizations and sectors (faith-based
organizations, law enforcement/justice
system, businesses).

* Collaboration: Varied partners work
together to build a comprehensive and
coordinated network of services, op-
portunities, and support. This requires
sharing resources and accountability
for shared goals, and sometimes this re-
quires participants to work in new ways.

In summary, youth development builds

on traditional youth service approaches by
emphasizing long-term, systemic strategies
for cultivating qualities and traits desirable
in young people through the creation of
environments that support their develop-
mental needs and capacities. It is founded
on the belief that young people thrive
when they are developmentally supported
across all sectors of the community —
including school, youth-serving agencies,
faith-based organizations, government,
business and more.

The Research Base

The youth development approach is
strongly supported in theory and practice
by existing and continuously emerging
research in fields as varied as public health,
social work, and organizational behavior.
Empirically documented outcomes of the
youth development approach include:

* Youth development approaches in-
crease positive behavior outcomes and
decrease problem behaviors. In an
evaluation of 25 youth development pro-
grams, 24 showed significant reduction
in problem behaviors including drug
and alcohol use, school misbehavior,

aggressive behavior, violence, truancy,
high-risk sexual behavior, and smoking.
The most effective programs sought to
strengthen social, emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral competencies, as well as
self-efficacy, and family and community
norms for health, social, and individual
behavior (Catalano, Loeber, McKinney,
& United States Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, 1999;
Eccles et al., 2002).

Environment is crucial in promoting
positive development. Research indicates
that adolescents’ social environment
must fit with their developmental needs.
Age-appropriate programming, services,
and opportunities must be available and
accessible to adolescents throughout
their development (Eccles et al., 1993).
Youth development practice considers
the fit between developmental needs and
community characteristics, institutional
factors, and opportunities necessary for
healthy development of young people
(Diaz, Peake, Surko, & Bhandarkar, in
press).

Working together creates synergy be-
tween youth and adults. A recent study
of 15 organizations found that mutual
contributions of youth and adults can
result in a new power that propels deci-
sion-making groups to greater innova-
tion and productivity (Zeldin, McDaniel,
Topitzes, & Calvert, 2000).

Supportive, caring relationships are
crucial protective factors. Large-scale
evaluation efforts such as the Big Brother
Big Sister impact study demonstrate the
positive outcomes of youth development
principles, especially the essential role of
caring adults in the lives of young people
(Tierney, Grossman, & Resch, 1995).
This well known mentoring program
demonstrates increased levels of school
achievement and attendance, as well as
reduced drug use initiation and violence.

13
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* Young people are experts about them-
selves. Generally, research fails to
understand risk-taking from a young
person’s point of view and therefore is
not informative about intervention and
prevention (Zaslow & Takanishi, 1993).
Failure to obtain youth perspectives on
their health risks and needs can result
in ineffective and inadequate services
(Blum, McNeely, & Nonnemaker, 2001).

Adolescents must be active participants
in program design/administration, not
just consumers. The incorporation of
youth voice can lead to organizational
change (Peake, Surko, Epstein, & Me-
deiros, in press).

Youth Development approaches increase
positive behavior outcomes and decrease
problem behaviors. The ACT for Youth
initiative draws its structure from this
important principle and seeks to create
long-term, sustainable changes that benefit
young people in communities across New
York State.

The following sections of this report first
outline the evaluation approach, then
highlight significant findings and lessons
learned from each outcome area. ®

FIGURE 2. LINK BETWEEN YOUTH DEVELOPMENT RESEARCH AND ACT

FOR YOUTH

|The Research

ACT for Youth |

1. Environment is crucial in promoting
positive development.

2. Working together promotes synergy
between youth and adults. Supportive
caring relationships are crucial protec-
tive factors.

3. Adolescents are active participants, not
just consumers.

4. Young people are experts about them-
selves.

1. With multi-sector collaboration as the
major vehicle driving the initiative at
the community level, ACT for Youth
establishes a structure and a framework
that allows for focused, positive changes
to young people’s environment. The
introduction of this structure holds the
potential of facilitating organizational
and community policy change, which in
turn makes substantial environmental
shifts that better support youth.

2. A focus on increased services, opportuni-
ties and supports coupled with emphasis
on youth engagement opens the door for
the development of youth-adult relation-
ships that benefit youth, adults and orga-
nizations in ACT for Youth communities.

3. Youth engagement strategies, which are
a major component of the initiative,
require youth to move beyond traditional
“receiver” mode to active participation to
help identify and define issues important
to youth well-being.

4. The structure of ACT for Youth invites
young people to the table as partners in
their own successful development.

14
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EVALUATION APPROACH
AND METHODOLOGY

Background

Evaluation has been an integral component
of the ACT for Youth initiative since its
inception. At the state-wide start up meet-
ing held in July 2000, a joint evaluation
team was formed representing members of
both the Upstate and Downstate Centers
of Excellence to ensure that a standardized
approach would be carried out across the
eleven Community Development Partner-
ships (CDPs). Throughout the past four
years, the Centers of Excellence worked
closely in planning and carrying out evalu-
ation activities designed to understand and
document the effectiveness and reach of
the initiative.

The first project involved the develop-
ment of a needs assessment to obtain a
baseline picture of the eleven partnerships.
This information was used by the Cen-
ters of Excellence to tailor their training
and technical assistance efforts to specific
identified needs within the communities.
A resounding finding expressed across

all sites was the need for information,
resources, and support around program
evaluation. Consequently, during year one,
each Center developed and conducted

an intensive two-day evaluation training
which was delivered to the communities in
February 2001. The intent was to build the
capacity of the CDPs to carry out evalu-
ation activities that would inform their
planning and improve the quality of their
efforts to implement community-wide
youth development strategies. These well
attended trainings familiarized CDPs with
core concepts and approaches to program
evaluation and also provided CDPs with
concrete tools and resources to assist their
work. A special focus of the training was to
assist each CDP in developing a program
theory/ logic model of their ACT for Youth

effort which could be used for planning
and evaluation purposes.

Evaluation Outcome Areas

The ACT for Youth initiative was intended
to put into practice core elements of youth
development theory. As described in the
previous section, the initiative’s long term
goals were to alter external environments
in order to reduce negative outcomes and
increase positive outcomes for youth. The
five-year evaluation plan aimed to dem-
onstrate progress toward achieving these
outcomes by illustrating changes in the way
communities worked together to serve and
include youth. Central to the evaluation is
an examination of the role that the com-
munity partnerships played in this process
— from how they formed, functioned, and
operated to how they eventually sustained
themselves.

The initiative focused on two key features
of the youth development framework
depicted in Figure 3: building community
capacity through cross-sector partner-
ships, and infusing community programs,
institutions, leaders, and citizens with an
understanding of and appreciation for the
need to provide developmental support.
For schools, youth-serving agencies, and
programs this entailed changing not only
key outcomes, but adopting the youth
development emphasis on the provision of
developmental support as a central means
through which they achieve their program-
matic objectives. The initiative aimed
broadly to create community partnerships,
infuse and generate the youth development
approach into existing and new youth
focused effort across the community, and
create more numerous and advanced op-
portunities for active youth engagement
within community sectors. As such, the
Centers of Excellence evaluation objectives
were to monitor and understand patterns
across all the CDP sites as they progressed

15
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FIGURE 3. BUILDING COMMUNITY CAPACITY THROUGH CROSS-SECTOR

PARTNERSHIPS

Build community
capacity through
cross-sector partner-
ships

in the following five core outcome areas:

1. Creation, enhancement, and mainte-
nance of the community partnerships.

2. Increased community-wide emphasis
on provision of developmental sup-
ports and opportunities for all youth.

3. Creation of more numerous and more
advanced opportunities for youth
to be actively engaged within youth-
serving programs and across a variety
of community sectors.

4. Organizational change reflective of
core youth development principles.

5.  Community governance structures
and policies that are more reflective of
core youth development principles.*

Evaluation Strategy

The Centers of Excellence adopted an eval-
uation plan aimed at assessing the evalu-
ation outcome areas described above. To
accomplish this task, Centers of Excellence
staff systematically designed tools and col-
lected data from the partnerships to track
the nature of the initiative as it unfolded in
each CDP (process monitoring), determine
the extent to which the CDPs were imple-

—

Increase community-wide emphasis on
provision of developmental support

+ Multiple supportive relationships with
adults, peers and institutions

+ Meaningful opportunities for involve-
ment

+ Challenging and engaging activities and
learning experiences

+ Positive and consistent expectations

mented as intended (process evaluation),
and determine if immediate outcomes
(cross sector community-wide adoption
of youth development principles) were
accomplished (outcome monitoring). The
evaluation plan called for utilizing mul-
tiple data sources, methods, and analyti-
cal strategies to address central questions
associated with each of the five outcome
areas.

Data Collection Tools and Strategies

Data collection tools and approaches
included quantitative and qualitative
methods and gathered information from a
broad number of diverse key stakeholders
and constituents. The sheer size and nature
of the ACT for Youth initiative prohibited
obtaining a sampling frame that would be
complete enough to fully and accurately
assess how each CDP evolved or its full
effects within the community. However,
by using multiple data collection tools and
methods and diversifying the respondent
base, the evaluation findings document
patterns and identify trends across the
CDPs that illuminate the effectiveness of
the ACT for Youth initiative. The multiple
sources used to collect evaluation data are
summarized below.

* Core youth development principles of particular importance here include: emphasis on positive outcomes as well as
negative outcomes, emphasis on provision of developmental support, and enhanced youth participation and engage-

ment
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Data Sources

Quarterly Reports

All CDPs completed reports on a quarterly
basis that documented progress toward
achieving their work plan objectives
during each of the five contract years.
These reports, submitted to the DOH for
monitoring and accountability purposes,
provided an extensive source of process
evaluation data and included information
on activities undertaken to achieve objec-
tives, barriers or problems encountered
and steps taken to address them, as well as
progress in achieving the individualized
objectives set forth by the CDPs in their
work plans.

Annual Reports

Annual reports submitted by the CDPs to
the DOH provided an additional source of
process evaluation data. Of particular val-
ue to the evaluation effort was the Annual
Report submitted at the end of year three
which required the partnerships to reflect
on progress made since the start of the
initiative including: 1) changes in partner-
ship composition and structure over time,
2) greatest accomplishments and challeng-
es, 3) opportunities and services offered to
young people, 4) scope of youth roles in
ACT related opportunities and services, 5)
organizational change with partner agen-
cies, 6) community policy change, and 7)
initiative success stories. CDPs were asked
to provide data at two points in time, six
months into the initiative (1/1/01) and at
the end of the third year (6/30/03).

CDP Partnership Survey

At the end of the first year of the initiative,
a CDP survey was mailed to all identified
members of the ACT for Youth partner-
ship. This quantitative survey examined
perceptions of the development, function-
ing and effectiveness of the partnerships.

Reports were submitted separately for
upstate and downstate CDPs. This effort
was initiated primarily to help inform the
work of each community’s agencies, and
not primarily as a cross site evaluation
tool. Samples were defined by CDP active
membership as identified by the CDP
coordinator, and were not intended to be
comparable across the communities. A
second study used qualitative interviews of
2 - 4 key informants in each CDP to create
an in-depth picture of each partnership’s
plan, composition, collaborative process,
barriers, issues, and accomplishments. The
revised CDP survey was mailed again at
the start of Year 5 and sent to all members
of the partnership to further assess CDP
functioning and change over time and also
examine the issue of sustainability.

CDP Case Studies

Two sets of case studies were carried out
during the end of the fourth year to gather
in-depth information on ACT partnership
accomplishments, outcomes, and experi-
ences in implementing community youth
development strategies across all sites.

Five communities had more intensive case
studies which involved a three-day site visit,
individual and group interviews, and ob-
servations. Less intensive case studies were
performed at six additional sites. These
case studies involved interviews with key
informants, such as CDP coordinators and
other central people from the Centers of
Excellence. A similar interview instrument
was used for all the case studies with ques-
tions reflective of each of the major ACT
for Youth outcome areas.

Youth Focus Groups

A series of six focus groups were conducted
in four of the CDPs to gather information
on the experiences young people had dur-
ing the course of their involvement in the
initiative. A total of 75 youth participated in
these discussions which addressed the fol-
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lowing topics: reasons for getting involved,
leadership opportunities, skills acquired,
relationships with adults, perceived im-
pact, and benefits of participation.

Exemplar Study

A qualitative study of exemplar programs
—one from each outcome area — was
conducted in January 2005. Each site was
examined (through input from the Centers
of Excellence and key staff at the Depart-
ment of Health) for significant change and
was chosen to represent one outcome area
as exemplary practice. The evaluation team
constructed an interview instrument used
across sites with specialty areas that fo-
cused on the specific outcome area under
review. The team conducted focus groups
and one-on-one interviews at the identi-
fied CDPs, and developed in-depth written
analysis of the process by which the change
occurred, as well as a thorough descrip-
tion of the impacts, successful strategies,
and obstacles encountered. The result was
a sharp description of the lessons learned,
especially assets identified and used, as well
as opportunities ACT for Youth leaders
and partners confronted.

Upstate Needs Assessments

Upstate Needs Assessments were conduct-
ed in 1999 and 2003 to assess the capacity
of communities to provide training and
technical assistance in the area of youth
development, prevention, evaluation, and
program development. Telephone inter-
views were conducted with over 200 youth
service programs and coordinating agen-
cies outside of New York City. In addition
to documenting the training and techni-
cal assistance activities and needs among
state-funded agencies and programs serv-
ing youth in upstate New York, the 2003
study compared these needs by population
served, area demographics, as well as docu-
mented youth serving agencies’ current

knowledge regarding the Developmental
Asset Model. This data was compared with
the pre-ACT for Youth Needs Assessment
conducted in 1999. ®
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OUTCOME ONE: BUILD AND
MAINTAIN THE CDP

Introduction

Developing and maintaining partner-
ships within each CDP over the course of
the initiative was a central objective. To

do this, CDPs needed to identify, recruit,
and involve key stakeholder agencies and
individuals from across their communities.
Community partnerships are dynamic and
often difficult to maintain over time. Be-
cause of this, crafting
a mission, establish-
ing core objectives,
and maintaining
momentum became
critical tasks for CDP
leaders. They also
needed to identify
and leverage com-
munity resources
while simultaneously
working around
community limita-
tions.

When...

Data collected
through multiple
sources previously o
described was used

to summarize key

trends and themes

in building and maintaining the CDP
partnerships over the five-year period.

The CDP survey was the only data source,
apart from case studies, that asked partner-
ship members to assess their satisfaction
with the state of the partnership. The data
available suggest a generally high level of
satisfaction and integration for seven of the
eleven sites. It also suggests that many of
the CDPs were quite successful in involving
partners from diverse sectors.

were involved.

Although difficult to capture in quantita-
tive terms, the data pointed to several core
partnership elements essential for success.

Strong CDP Partnerships Happened

¢ Agency and CDP coordinator conti-
nuity and leadership was stable and
respected by the partners.

e Collaboration was based on trust,
collective mission, equal effort, and
willingness to share resources.

¢ Key palitical and community stake-
holders were engaged early.

¢ A wide variety of community sectors

Vision, direction, and progress were
established and maintained.

Not all partnerships functioned optimally,

but lessons learned from all CDPs revealed
essential patterns in what was important in
predicting partnership functioning.

Distinctive Partnerships

The remainder of this section contains
several references to “distinctive partner-
ships.” Because each CDP brought to the
ACT for Youth initiative different strengths
and limitations, it was difficult to compare
how well each functioned. Over the course
of the initiative, however, it became clear
to those working
with all partner-
ships that several
could be quali-
fied as “exem-
plars” because
their cohesive-
ness, focus, and
ability to ef-
fectively capital-
ize on member
strengths helped
them to excel in
some outcome
areas relative

to the other
CDPs. In general,
findings can be
grouped into
four thematic
categories —
vision and mission, leadership, relation-
ships, and membership. Each theme is in-
terrelated and integral to the other themes.
These four themes are discussed in greater
detail below.

Summary of Key Trends

For most CDPs, building the partnership,
articulating a mission and goals, and en-
gaging in coordinated, purposeful activ-
ity was the dominant activity for the first
couple of years. By the end of the fourth
year, partnership levels across all CDPs for
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In general, partnerships that
started off with healthy levels of
functioning tended to remain well
integrated. Similarly, partnerships
with little early detectible partner-
ship development did not tend to
develop later in the initiative.

which data are available stayed roughly
level or dropped slightly — largely due to a
natural pruning process that occurs once
the initial start-up phase of collaboration
building is over and active partners turn
their attention to the work at hand (Law-
son, 2004).

Data from the CDP survey, administered in
2001 and again in 2004, and from the an-
nual reports were examined to identify key
trends over time. In general, changes were
not extensive. Partnerships that started off
with healthy levels of functioning tended
to remain quite well integrated. Similarly,
partnerships with little early detectible
partnership development did not tend to
develop later in the initiative*. Key trends
are summarized below:

+ By the end of the first year, all CDPs
reported having built partnerships that
ranged from 2 to 39 members (four
CDPs reported fewer than 10 members
and six CDPs had more than 10). By the
end of the third year, all CDPs reported
at least 10 members with a range from
10 to 107. It is, however, important to
note that entities identified as “mem-
bers” of the CDP partnership varied
dramatically since some CDPs reported
only core active members while others
identified anyone theoretically linked to
the initiative regardless of their level of
actual participation.

+ The average length of member involve-
ment for all CDPs was 3.4 years and
ranged from 1.6 years to the entire
length of the initiative.

+ Members of all CDPs for which data
were available in 2001 and 2004 ex-
pressed generally strong satisfaction with
all elements of partnership’s collabora-
tion and functioning.

+ The perception that leadership was
shared and effective and that CDP work
plans were well developed and followed
were the only two measures on the
2001 and 2004 CDP survey that showed
change over time. Both of these showed
a slight drop in agreement.

+ In all CDPs for which quantitative data
were available, it was clear that members
participated in a wide variety of ways
throughout the duration of the initiative.
The most common forms of participa-
tion were: 1) participating in meetings,
2) serving as liaisons between the CDP
and their home organization, 3) engag-
ing in networking and referral for the
CDPs, and 4) providing staff or material
resources.

+ CDPs with distinctive partnerships dif-
fered slightly from the rest in the extent
to which the partners reported involve-
ment in CDP planning, administrative
tasks and leadership roles and the extent
to which CDP members jointly sought
funding.

Vision and Mission

CDP effectiveness in achieving partnership

objectives
was central :
. . The single most common
1n moving
from part. response When asked

! what CDPs liked about
nerShlP the partnership was
formation  gollaboration with other
toaccom-  agencies and partners
plishing to achieve a common
other ACT = goal and to promate
for Youth youth development.
goals. The

* The one exception to this is the Capital District, which experienced challenges with their partnership for the first
several years. New leadership in the final two years of the initiative strengthened involvement considerably — though
leadership for CDP activities was still quite centralized.
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single most common response when asked
what they liked about the partnership was
collaboration with other agencies and
partners to achieve a common goal and

to promote youth development. Similarly,
unclear vision, lack of direction, lack of
progress and accomplishments was the
most commonly cited challenge. In general,
progress in this area was what differentiat-
ed the distinctive partnerships from those
that struggled.

Identifying and maintaining focus was a
key challenge for partnerships. This initia-
tive was unique in that it was focused on
the idea of facilitating community change,
not service provision. CDPs that were able
to identify and reflect on what their vision
and mission were and who took steps to
assure that their activities reflected this
vision were more successful than those
partnerships with less clear or consistent
vision. CDPs which were able to collective-
ly endorse and use a cohesive community-
level youth development framework and
language rather than focus solely on de-
veloping new programs

Strong CDP leaders...

e Articulate a vision and set of
expectations early in the process.

e Assure that administrative and
strategic planning are initiated
and maintained.

e Attract and maintain involvement
of individuals and institutional enti-
ties not traditionally engaged with
the youth-serving sector.

e Use or create connections with
local power brokers.

¢ Look for innovative and inclusive
ways of garnering input and build-
ing broad based consensus

Similarly, lack of leadership emerged as a
primary factor in partnerships that strug-
gled. Several types of leadership emerged
as important: 1) a strong and effective lead
agency, 2) visible and influential commu-
nity leaders, 3) a strong CDP committee
leadership structure,

were generally quite
productive in achieving
their objectives.

Leadership

Building collaborative
partnerships is a time-
and energy-consuming
process. Because of this,
strong and effective
leadership was one of
the central ingredients
of engaging partners
and maintaining the
partnerships. In distinc-

“The group would not have come
together in the first place had

it not been for the personalities
involved... But then once they get
together and start seeing what’s
actually happening, how it all
works, they keep coming back.
Especially at the heads of agencies;
they’re their own people, they’ve
got their own agencies to run and
if they thought it was time better
spent doing their own thing, they
would have left long ago”

and 4) a strong initia-
tive coordinator. Once
in place, leadership
entities needed to ar-
ticulate a vision and set
of expectations early
in the process, assure
that administrative
and strategic planning
were initiated and
maintained, attract and
maintain involvement
of individuals and in-
stitutional entities not
traditionally engaged

tive CDPs, partnership

members all identified leadership as a criti-
cal factor for bringing them to the table,
maintaining enthusiasm for the partner-
ship, and keeping the initiative on course.

with the youth-serving
sector, use or create
connections with local power brokers, and
look for innovative and inclusive ways of
garnering input and building consensus.
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The Lead Agency
Having a lead agency that was widely

regarded, as well as connected and re-
spected in the community, was associ-
ated with greater success in partnership
development. Effective lead agencies were
well established in their communities and
had visible, positive track records in build-
ing and participating in coalitions. They
were also able to identify and recruit high
profile and influential community mem-
bers to add visibility and credibility to the
initiative. By pulling together community

desired outcomes. CDPs with distinctive
partnerships differed slightly from the rest
in the extent to which the partners reported
involvement in CDP planning, adminis-
trative tasks, and leadership roles, and in
the extent to which CDP members jointly
sought funding.

Coordinator Capacity and Continuity

In all cases, the success of the ACT for
Youth initiative was highly dependent on
the presence of a committed project coor-
dinator who was central in providing con-

organizations
and political
leaders they
built trust
among group
members
and fostered
consensus
building.

Leadership
Within the
Partnership

Partnerships
that identi-
fied a steering
or leadership
committee
were more
successful in
achieving the

“Our Partnership began as a ‘motley
crew’ of unfocused, loosely aligned,
often warring yet nevertheless well-
meaning folks with varying degrees

of interest in positive youth develop-
ment who had never worked together
before. When we first convened we

did not have the slightest clue how to
make positive youth development the
contagious movement it needed to be to
change the climate and culture for our
young people. The ACT for Youth grant
made it possible to engage someone
knowledgeable in community collabo-
ration and capacity building who was
able to be totally focused on building a
real partnership dedicated to making
positive youth development a reality for
our youth.”

sistent outreach to schools
and community groups, but
also directed the partner-
ship’s administrative details
and work plans. Partnerships
that had repeated turnover
faltered in the early stages of
collaboration. Characteristics
of an effective coordinator
included: prior leadership
experience and maturity,
existing community connec-
tions, and the ability to build
new community connec-
tions. Partnerships that of-
fered adequate compensation
and clearly communicated

to the coordinator that they
were valued were much bet-
ter at attracting and retain-
ing strong coordinators and,
consequently, at accomplish-
ing ACT for Youth objectives.

Success Story

In Erie County, the partnership’s coordinator was universally praised for dedication and wise
stewardship of the partnership. In the first two years of the initiative the coordinator guided the
partnership through an intensive outreach and education campaign.The coordinator met with
county agencies, school districts, community groups, and parents about the potential value-add-
ed aspects of participating in the ACT for Youth partnership and the Search Institute Survey pro-
cess.Throughout interviews with members in Erie County, partners commented on the impor-
tance of having a strong, dedicated leader to guide the work of the partnership. Erie County ACT
for Youth is an example of partnership guided by leadership that provided a consistent presence
for driving the work of the collaboration and maintaining leadership opportunities for youth.
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Collaboration meant:
e Trust.

¢ Willingness to set past conflict
or competition aside for a larger
collective mission.

¢ Willingness and ability to resolve
turf issues.

¢ Willingness to share time and
other resources.

¢ Willingness to use their own so-
cial capital to facilitate access to
needed networks and key stake-
holders.

Relationships

Although securing and engaging partners
was a critical task, the number of partners
in a CDP was not indicative of member
satisfaction with partnership functioning
or overall partnership performance. When
asked in the CDP survey what members
liked most about the partnership structure,
the second most common response related
to networking and linkages with other
community providers. When

contractual agreements at the outset of the
initiative did not work together effectively.
Contractual partners did not develop the
commitment or motivation to pursue

the partnership’s goals; instead of freely
sharing information and resources, they
limited themselves to delivering the con-
tracted service. Partners needed to perceive
value to their individual organizations, as
well as the greater community, to feel good
about contributing time and resources.

In successful partnerships, partners were
perceived as equals and each contributed
to and received benefits from participat-
ing in the partnership. Continuity and
consistency of these members within the
partnership also contributed to the success
of the partnership.

In all CDPs for which quantitative data
were available, it was clear that members
participated in a wide variety of ways
throughout the duration of the initiative.
The most common forms of participa-
tion were: 1) participating in meetings, 2)
serving as liaisons between the CDP and
their home organization, 3) engaging in
networking and referral for the CDPs, and
4) providing staff or material resources.

asked what they least liked
about the partnership, the
most common answer was
very similar: relationship is-
sues, lack of communication,
and the challenges presented
by the collaborative process.
Because of the nature of the
initiative, accomplishing

“Our primary accomplishment is that we finally exist
and are operational as a strong, solid, cross-system,
multi-level collaborative, including members from the
highest level of government to the most grassroots level
groups. Amazingly, we have unified around a common
vision and mission, speak a common language, and
operate from the same framework, the Search Institute’s
40 Developmental Assets.”

ACT for Youth objectives was
most effective when partners collaborated
cohesively.

Among other things, collaboration meant
trust, willingness to address and resolve
turf issues, willingness to share time and
other resources, and willingness to use
their own social capital to facilitate access
to needed networks and key stakehold-
ers. Partnerships bound together only by

Although conflict inevitably arose, distinc-
tive partnerships had methods of resolv-
ing conflict in place. Talking through
issues with the goal of reaching consensus
was the most desirable objective, but was
not always possible. One very effective
partnership handled particularly divisive
or persistent problems by asking CDP
members most concerned with the issue
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to meet with one or two “neutral’ CDP
members. Once this small group arrived at
an agreement, the resolution was brought
to the full CDP membership for discussion
and was usually adopted.

Monthly roundtable discussions were an
important way in which CDPs encour-
aged the exchange of ideas within their
community. These gatherings offered an
opportunity for CDP members, commu-
nity groups, school leaders, and public of-
ficials to share best practices and consider
proactive, as well as responsive, strategies
to pressing challenges within their commu-
nity. By capitalizing on shared experiences
and lessons learned, roundtable partici-
pants identified and adapted best practices
while simultaneously strengthening their
working relationships. Indeed, in an Oc-
tober 2001 survey of Downstate partner-
ships, 40% of the respondents agreed that
“expanded public understanding of their
individual organization’s mission and ser-
vices” was one of the key outcomes of their
participation in the ACT for Youth initia-
tive. For many CDPs, increased networking
opportunities created a greater under-
standing of the inner-workings of com-
munity human service agencies. Partners
commented that they were better equipped
to work collaboratively with partnering
agencies to create new and innovative pro-
gramming that did not reinvent the wheel
within their communities (ACT for Youth
Case Study Report, 2004).

In addition to needing clear and measur-
able goals and objectives, partners ben-
efited from having early agreed upon sets
of expectations. Three of the partnerships
used Memorandums of Understanding

to concretize partnership roles. In each
case, use of such formal mechanisms was
identified by partners as extremely helpful
in assuring that partnerships objectives
were advanced by requiring that partners
identify concretely and publicly what they
would bring to the table.

Partnerships capable of building on exist-
ing relationships, coalitions, structures, and
organizations launched their partnership
with more ease and encountered greater
community readiness to support CDP
goals. In these cases, the turf issues ap-
peared less often as partners established
trust based on their earlier collaborative
work.

Opportunities to network, share best
practices, and work collaboratively were
some of the most widely cited results of the
ACT for Youth Initiative. In addition, some
partners, inspired by their work within

the CDP, created permanent opportuni-
ties within their organizations to network,
collaborate on future projects, and share
best practices in program delivery. The
results were sustainable systems that ensure
long-term cross referral and networking
opportunities among partnership agencies.
According to the October 2002 CDP Col-
laboration Survey, 26% of CDPs reported
that they received client referrals stemming
from their participation in the ACT for
Youth initiative.

Membership

Although key stakeholders varied from

site to site, all tended to be individuals
with broad social networks and influential
positions in the community. It was widely
agreed, for example, that engaging and
retaining the support of key political stake-
holders during the initiative was a crucial
accomplishment. It was also, important,
however, to assure that key stakeholders
used their leverage to make the ACT for

One of the core findings related
to membership was that although
securing and engaging partners
was a critical task, the number of
partners in a CDP was not indica-
tive of member satisfaction with
partnership functioning or overall
partnership performance.
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Including new partners...

* Provides additional expertise and
a new focus.

® |Increases youth development
programming in the community.

e Expands individual partners’
networking and service provi-
sion capability which can lead to
resource exchange.

Youth initiative very visible. In distinctive
CDPs, this leverage was cited as critical for
advancing the partnership’s community
level youth development goals. Com-
munity political figures such as the town
supervisor, county legislators, or County
Executive were particularly valuable allies
in spearheading community and organiza-

tional level policy changes regarding youth.

Cross Sector Commitment and
Involvement

One of the main goals of the initiative was
to form a partnership representing diverse
sectors of the community with the aim of
widening the net of individuals concerned
with the health and well being of young

people. Although there were considerable
variations in form, structure, and sector
diversity across the CDPs, it was clear that
all had worked at forming and maintaining
diverse partnerships and most CDPs were
successful in recruiting participation from
individuals and institutional representa-
tives with little history of youth-service
involvement.

It is significant that the most frequently
identified strength of the partnership after
the first year was its “broad based repre-
sentation.” The partnerships described
themselves as diverse, broad in member-
ship, endorsed by key community leaders,
and representative of a variety of people
and agencies. Although many of the part-
nerships built on an existing core group or
known partners, many noted that bringing
in new partners added to the cache of tal-
ent and capacity of the CDP overall.

Although human service partners contin-
ued to be a dominant group, most CDPs
were successful in engaging a wide variety
of community sectors, including health
service providers, mental health provid-
ers, local government agencies, educa-

tion, business, faith-based organizations,
criminal justice, media, adult community
members, youth community members, and
volunteer or recreational organizations.

Success Story

The Greene County ACT for Youth CDP was built around four interrelated work committees. The
Executive Steering Committee, which was the lead decision-making body, included members
from the Department of Social Services, Sheriff's Department, Public Health/Family Planning,
and local community college.The remaining three committees included the Operations Com-
mittee, the Quality Assurance Committee, and the Resource Task Force.This structure enabled
the partnership to remain strong even though key actors retired or moved on.In addition, the
CDP depended on the active engagement of a wide range of diverse member agencies. At
most partnership meetings, one could find county agency leaders, program coordinators, police
officers, school administrators, clergy, and Elk Lodge members sitting around a table discussing
their experiences with the partnership, sharing success stories, and strategizing for the future.
This CDP’s effectiveness was realized in its genuine commitment to community-wide partner-
ship, coupled with a commitment to increasing services, opportunities, and supports for youth
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TABLE 1.1 PERCENTAGE OF CDP MEMBERS THAT REPORTED SEEKING

JOINT

FUNDING WITH OTHER PARTNERS

Responding CDPs

QTmHOgO® >

Sought Joint Funding
(Percent Responding “Yes”)

86%

80%

67%

50%

40%

27%

22%

Total respondents = 109 Percentage across responding CDPs =41%

Collaboration & Individual Program
Funding

For some CDPs, the construction of a new
countywide collaboration impacted the
number of overall financial resources and
therefore potential services, supports, and
opportunities available to individual agen-
cies and organizations. During interviews,
members from five CDPs reported that in-
creasingly they were beginning to apply for
program funding, together with other CDP
members. Table 1.1 confirms this trend,
with one CDP reporting that 86 percent of
their CDP membership had sought joint
funding with other partners.

Partnerships also provided resources and
technical assistance to organizations and
coalitions outside of their CDP. Members
of one ACT for Youth CDP used resource-
mapping technology to provide a coali-
tion of area after-school providers with
strategies and resources for grant writing.
The result of this collaboration between
partnerships was an increase in the
number of agencies receiving Community
Oriented Policing Services funding from
the New York State Office of Children and
Family Services. Consequently, the number
of after-school programs, as well as after-

school hours of service, have increased.

However, collaboration among CDP mem-
bers and other organizations was not solely
limited to funding proposals. Many worked
together on joint projects or activities,
sharing staft/financial resources in order

to increase the number of programs in the
area that were employing a strengths-based
and youth development perspective. Sixty
percent of respondents to a CDP survey
said they were engaged in 1-5 joint projects
that involved other partners/organizations,
which came together as a result of the ACT
for Youth initiative.

Youth as Partners

Youth involvement at the partnership level
emerged as one of the biggest challenges
for most ACT for Youth sites. A key issue
was that many adults remained focused on
program involvement and young people
were seen as active program participants,
but not as partnership members. Thinking
about youth involvement evolved over time.
Initial goals to recruit young people directly
to boards gave way to efforts to engage
young people in decision-making roles on
different levels (see outcome 3). Only two
partnerships recorded young people as
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partnership members. Both partnerships
utilized a grassroots organizing approach
that highlighted youth adult partnerships
and focused less on community representa-
tion.

Schools and Businesses

Schools and businesses were also consis-
tently identified as key community power
brokers, but were often very difficult to en-
gage. This was particularly challenging for
sites which identified school participation
as a central objective. Schools were often
perceived as separate entities governed by
different rules and standards. Only one
community experienced success in enlisting
the school board and administrative bodies
in a large scale endorsement of youth de-
velopment principles and practices. Their
success required years of diligent persis-
tence and significant navigation of political
hurdles and is only now coming to fruition.

The business community was also quite
difficult to engage. Few partnerships had
businesses or a representative of the local
merchant’s block association involved. In
one site, a local business leader was critical
in helping youth locate financial support
and publicize upcoming activities. Mem-
bers were unsure about the best strategy
for engaging this constituency, with one of
the sites saying that they had given up all
together.

Lessons Learned

The ACT for Youth experience provided
many lessons in partnership formation and
maintenance. Many of these lessons learned
confirm previous research findings on col-
laboration and community partnerships
(e.g., Lasker, Weiss, & Miller, 2001). Listed
below are several of the most salient lessons
learned from Outcome One.

1. Define, refine, and continue to revisit
the partnership’s vision. Shared vision
of the project was a major benefit of

participation in the partnership. How
a community and partnership defined
youth development and how it was
infused within the community was
unique to each CDP, but it was es-
sential that there be a consistent vision
that members agreed upon, endorsed,
and conveyed to the larger commu-
nity. This vision was the glue that held
the partnership together. Partnerships
should use their vision to develop

a strategic plan, which in turn, can
help the group evaluate and reflect on
potential actions and directions.

Support and strengthen leadership
of the partnership. Strong, effective
leadership was clearly necessary at
the lead agency, from the partnership
coordinator, and within the partner-
ship. Findings indicate that leadership
should be present at the outset of a
partnership and should be supported
and developed throughout the course
of a partnership.

Well-positioned, well-respected,
experienced lead agency. When the
lead agency lacked the credibility,
intrinsic motivation, and/or leadership
skills to lead the initiative, the initia-
tive faltered. Successful partnerships
benefited from lead agencies with a
demonstrated track record of success-
ful strategic planning, ability to lever-
age resources, organizational develop-
ment, and partnership development.
In addition, exemplary lead agencies
clearly understood youth development
as a philosophy and appreciated its
intrinsic value.

Consistent, effective, experienced
coordinator. Stable, enthusiastic and
infectious leaders were difficult to
come by, but were those best suited for
the role. Leaders were most effective
when they possessed a clear vision of
youth development, were able to effec-
tively convey that vision, had a history
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of mutually satisfying relationships
with youth, relied on strong exist-
ing networks in the community, and
possessed strong group and meeting
facilitation skills, as well as creativity.
Strong coordinators also benefited
from having previous experience
working with coalitions and from
working within a strong lead agency.

Promote broad visibility of the ACT
for Youth initiative. Even the best
leadership was not enough to accom-
plish the broad reach CDPs needed to
induce wide scale community change.
The ACT for Youth philosophy should
be highly visible and broadly endorsed
by core community leaders.

Build on existing collaborations.
Results showed that it was important
to start with existing collaborations or
networks, adapt and integrate the ACT
for Youth principles with the group’s
mission and vision, and develop a
sense of group ownership before work
starts in earnest; then support each
member in reaching out to others.

Strengthen collaborative strategies.
Once a partnership has formed, group
expectations, structures, and processes
should be developed. Clearly defining
and articulating roles, responsibili-
ties, and expectations from the start
was instrumental to success. Effective
communication was critical. Conflict
needed to be expected, acknowledged,
and dealt with swiftly and effectively.
Memorandums of understanding were
helpful. Subcommittees within the
partnership were also beneficial.

Assure cross sector commitment

and involvement. Part of building a
capable, collaborative, and functional
partnership depended on garnering
cross-sector involvement. Partner-
ships learned that it takes new and
different ways to connect with and

involve non-traditional partners. In
particular, parents, faith communities,
businesses, and informal community
groups lacked representation in ACT
for Youth sites. More technical assis-
tance and training was needed in these
areas.

Engage school, political, faith, and
business sectors early on in partner-
ship formation. Although critical for
instituting community level change,
many communities encountered dif-
ficulties in engaging partners from
these sectors. Provide training and
technical assistance for engaging these
sectors early in the initiative. @
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EXEMPLAR: Cattaraugus County ACT for Youth

The Cattaraugus County ACT for Youth initiative used its existing solid foun-
dation of networks and partnerships to jumpstart their work. Cattaraugus
County, a large, rural county, had a history of collaboration between human
service providers of both private non-for-profit and public agencies. Under
the leadership of the county executive, this collaboration began to focus on
the well being of young people and initiated a strategic planning process
using the Search Institute’s asset model as a guiding framework. The ACT for
Youth initiative advanced the partnership in several ways. It strengthened
ties to the educational sector. Replicating the model of a successful school-
based family resource center, the initiative established three additional family
resource centers in other school districts, thus providing easier access to
services for rural communities and creating successful engagement oppor-
tunities for young people. Another strategy that solidified and expanded the
partnership was the annual provision of mini-grants to providers and com-
munity groups for youth development projects. The Cattaraugus Community
Development Partnership benefited greatly from strong leadership, a shared
vision and clearly articulated goals. Very visible, well-respected community
stakeholders, such as the County Executive, Commissioner of Social Services
and the Director of the County Youth Bureau championed the initiative from
the beginning.The ACT for Youth Coordinator provided competent program
and grant management leadership. The Community Development Partner-
ship evolved into a very effective large network of public and private com-
munity organizations which utilized a small leadership team and general
member network meeting structure. Monthly network meetings served as a
forum to share information and showcase projects and programs. In addition,
the network provided learning experiences through on-going training and
asset building materials and tools.The result:a wide range of new activities
and opportunities for young people in Cattaraugus County. ® ®

29



FINDINGS FROM ACT FOR YOUTH

30



OUTCOME TWO: INCREASED SERVICES, OPPORTUNITIES, AND SUPPORTS

OUTCOME TWO: INCREASED
SERVICES, OPPORTUNITIES
& SUPPORTS

Introduction

Increased services, opportunities, and sup-
ports (SOS) for young people is the second
of five outcomes around which the ACT
for Youth initiative was structured. The
terms can be

described in the

following way: Key Findings

» Services are
actions done

e Additional innovative youth
development-oriented pro-
grams were developed in ACT

+ Supports are activities done with youth
to facilitate access to interpersonal rela-
tionships and resources that are essential
in creating a positive climate for devel-
opment.

In order to make progress in this outcome
area, CDPs needed to internalize an un-
derstanding of the concepts and use them
as a guide in making decisions regarding
program development.
Additionally, CDPs were ex-
pected to couple their efforts
on this outcome with their
work on outcome three, in-
crease youth engagement. As
a result, this outcome tended
to facilitate other outcomes
of the ACT for Youth initia-
tive. This outcome appeared
to be the most immediately

for young for Youth communities.

people that

foster well be- e CDPs used direct and indirect
ing through approaches to this outcome,
the safe ex- which produced different re-

ploration of sults.

new skills and
knowledge.

Opportunities are actions done by
young people in their family, at school,
and in the community to explore and
experience new roles, skills, and respon-
sibilities.

Lessons Learned: Services, Oppor-
tunities and Supports

e Clear definitions of terms and
concepts needed.

¢ Clear and measurable outcomes
needed.

e Tailor services, opportunities, and
supports to specific local con-
texts.

¢ Youth-adults partnerships advance
efforts.

e Community education is critical.

e Engage and educate non-tradition-
al community sectors.

familiar to CDPs at the start

of the initiative and early ef-

forts were concentrated here
by many ACT for Youth communities. The
work that fell under this outcome helped:

* Bring partners to the table by establish-
ing common interests (outcome one);

+ Lay the foundation for increased youth
engagement (outcome three);

+ Help organizations evaluate their prac-
tices and promote changes to support a
youth development approach to working
with youth (outcome four);

+ Reveal that achievement in this area was
sometimes associated with precursors
to community policy change (outcome
five).

The broad scope of outcome two brought
both significant achievements and signifi-
cant challenges. CDPs created a wide array
of new and enhanced programs in their
efforts to increase services, opportunities,
and supports. Additionally, the approaches
by which CDPs focused their work around
this outcome fell into one of two main
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“The best thing ACT for Youth has
done is allow us to get together kids that
would not normally know each other.

It has really helped breakdown the
stereotypes. It just gives us a better place
to start from.”

categories: direct and indirect. A review of
annual and quarterly reports, coupled with
data gleaned from the case studies, and an
exemplar study conducted in several ACT
for Youth sites, yielded the detailed results
that follow.

New and Enhanced Programs

As previously noted, this outcome was
more immediately familiar for many CDPs
and work on it continued steadily over the
course of the initiative. The CDPs started
the initiative with a strong sense of existing
programming in their community and re-

cruited part-

ners largely .
. “Our wide-scale
based on this mini-grant program
knowledge. grant prog
A common has allocated almost
. $65,000 and 300 mini-
starting
. grants, mostly to area
point for )
schools and community
the newly L .
organizations looking
convened S
to enhance their exist-
collabora- ing activities offerings
tions was s » &
to youth.
to generate

ideas regard-
ing gaps in
current youth programming and services.
Numerous CDPs then strategized ways in
which ACT for Youth could address those
gaps and eliminate duplications. These
early efforts led to noteworthy program
creation (discussed later in this section).

A key element that is unique to ACT for
Youth, and proved to be a useful and
exciting aid to the work of CDPs, was that
ACT for Youth funds were not restricted
to specific high-risk segments of the youth
population. This gave CDPs the freedom
to bring diverse groups of young people
together, avoiding the stigma that often
accompanies participation in programs
targeted to high-risk youth.

Over the course of the initiative, CDPs
identified a range of services including job
readiness training, community service, and
youth forums. Supports included mentor-
ing, training, and supervision provided

to young people participating in these
opportunities. The core of youth engage-
ment, opportunities will be described in
the next section.

Between year one and three of the initia-
tive utilization of CDP member-provided
services doubled. Utilization was calcu-
lated by multiplying the reported average
number of participants in a given service
(e.g., a public speaking training course)
by the number of sessions in a program
cycle. If a training course had an average
of five participants per session, and lasted
six sessions, the average utilization for the
program cycle would be 30 sessions of
activity.

Over time, services and opportunities
provided by CDP partners appeared to
engage larger numbers of young people,
and retain them in longer cycles of partici-
pation (see Table 2.1). This accords with
the positive youth development principle
of long-term engagement detailed in the
introduction to this report.
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TABLE 2.1 NUMBER AND UTILIZATION OF SERVICES

January 2001 June 2003
Average number of services 20 19
Average utilization per program cycle 12,022 24,158

TABLE 2.2 AVERAGE NUMBER OF CDP SUPPORTS, BY TYPE

January 2001 June 2003
Training 9 11
Formal mentoring 3 5
Informal mentoring 5 6
Peer-led training 6 8
Adult supervision 16 13
Other 2 1

Once the initiative was underway, the number of supports provided for youth remained
roughly constant. The most commonly provided supports for youth were training and
adult supervision. Other types of supports, including mentoring and peer-led training,
increased over time. In some cases, multiple supports were provided to youth. Table 2.2
shows the average number of supports each CDP provided to young people participating
in its opportunities and services.

Success Story
Kan Cobra, one of the Brooklyn CDP partner agencies that offered martial arts training, opened
savings accounts for all youth participants.The program director instituted this policy to help
kids think about the way they spend their money and to stress the importance of saving and
investment. One partner commented,”It's so important for these kids to begin to focus on their
future. Often times you'll hear them say that they don't think they are going to be around in
10 years.” Each month, the program director deposits 10 percent of the revenue she receives
from each participant’s fees into his or her savings account.The youth receive all the account
information and learn to manage their own finances through the support of the adult leaders.In
the past, the participants used the money to attend tournaments and to go on educational field
trips.
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TABLE 2.3 CDP PROGRAMS AT THE END OF YEAR THREE

June 2003
Program Type Number of Programs Number of Youth
Civic Participation 31 469
Sports and Recreation 27 1,649
Skill Development 33 1,329
Health and Education 39 2,818
Leadership 11 405
Planning and Evaluation 9 338
Arts and Culture 20 270
Service Learning 4 230
Total 174 7,508

In the third year of the initiative, CDPs
reported on the levels and types of ACT
for Youth programming in their com-
munity. Types ranged from workshops to
large group events to one-on-one mentor-
ing relationships. Most programming was
concentrated in the Health and Education
category. This was to be expected, given
that most of the CDP partners were from
the youth services sector. There was nota-
ble program activity in Skill Development
and Civic Participation. These programs
typically engaged youth on a higher level
by structuring opportunities for youth to
interact with others in their communities,
exposing youth to new ideas and perspec-
tives, and providing tools that youth could
continue to develop beyond the program.
Program categories, number of programs,
and number of youth involved are shown
in Table 2.3.

In order to capture program develop-
ment momentum (or lack thereof), CDPs
were asked to report on new programs
developed during the fourth year of the
initiative. When compared to the baseline
shown in Table 2.3, the results shown in

Table 2.4 clearly indicate that CDPs re-
mained highly active in this outcome area.

In the fourth year of the initiative:

* Six CDPs reported new civic partici-
pation programs that involved youth
in new ways within the community.
These types of programs are valu-
able in that they 1) expose youth to
the ways in which community and
regional systems work, 2) engage youth
in creating environments in which
young people are valued, and 3) help
youth find connection beyond the
school and family as they move into
adulthood. Over 1,200 young people
in New York State were exposed to
new civic participation programs as a
result of ACT for Youth efforts. Diverse
programs included a newsletter that
profiled the contributions of youth in
the community, youth-adult network-

Eighty-seven new programs
were created in the fourth year
of the ACT for Youth initiative.
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TABLE 2.4 NEW PROGRAMS DEVELOPED IN YEAR FOUR
July 2003-June 2004

Program Type

Civic Participation
Sports and Recreation
Skill Development
Health and Education
Leadership

Planning and Evaluation
Arts and Culture

Service Learning

Total

Number of New Programs

16
15
13
12
12

9

6

87

Number of Involved Youth*
1,271
1,602
2,000
1,190
767
404
129
162
6,623

*This number reflects the number reported by the CDP for individual activities now grouped into

these categories. Therefore, a single youth could be included in multiple categories.

ing opportunities, a voter registration
project, and a food drive.

» Three CDPs reported new program-
ming in the area of sports and
recreation. The majority of these
programs were developed in rural
areas, where social isolation and a lack
of engaging and healthy activities for
young people had been identified as
significant problems. New recreation
programming helped to address these
issues. Although these activities were
concentrated in only three ACT for
Youth communities, it is noteworthy
that they impacted nearly 1,300 youth.
Programs included cardboard sled
races, ecology camp, dances, and ropes
courses.

» Seven CDPs reported new program-
ming that focused on the development
of specific skills. While the over-
whelming majority of new programs
provided the chance for skill develop-
ment, the programs in this category
made skill development the focal point
and desired outcome. In a single year,
these programs helped 2,000 young

people develop their capacity to apply
knowledge and to succeed in future
endeavors. The wide-ranging topics
covered included: technology, philan-
thropy, conflict resolution, peer leader-
ship, culinary arts, and public speaking.

* Six CDPs reported new programiming
that centered on health and educa-
tion. Encouraging healthy choices for
young people, the programs included
mentoring, academic support, develop-
ing healthy habits, violence prevention,
and STD/HIV prevention.

» Seven CDPs reported new program-
ming that focused on youth leader-
ship. These programs represent one
of the cornerstones of youth develop-
ment. Rather than providing leadership
training alone, these programs gave
young people actual leadership roles
and opportunities within youth court
and youth councils, as teen ambas-
sadors, trainers and facilitators, within
youth-adult partnerships, and within
youth-led projects.

* Five CDPs reported new programming

35



FINDINGS FROM ACT FOR YOUTH

in the areas of planning and evalu-
ation. These programs concentrated
on opportunities for young people to
receive, collect, and report on infor-
mation that was important to their
community, their future, and them-
selves. Activities allowed young people
to see the impact of their contributions
and the importance of their decisions.
Among others, programs included
community surveys, strength-based
assessments, and career exploration.

» Three CDPs reported new program-
ming on arts and culture. These pro-
grams allowed youth to test out new
roles and explore cultural differences.
Programs included arts and music
classes, a talent show, and youth-adult
role reversal.

» Four CDPs reported new service-
learning programming as an avenue
to build skills and connect to the
greater community. The activities
ranged from community beautifica-
tion to participation in National Youth
Service Day.

These findings highlight that the ACT for
Youth core youth development concepts
were embedded in the way communities
approached their work with young people
and remained a high priority for CDPs
throughout the course of the initiative.

Direct and Indirect Approaches

To achieve success, two types of approaches
were used: direct and indirect. Because they
led to different results, it is worth examin-
ing these different paths and strategies. Ad-
ditionally, the evidence presented here leads
to key questions about the sustainability of
CDPs under the ACT for Youth initiative.

The Direct Approach

The strategies and activities of CDPs that
are described as direct include 1) creation

of new programs for and by youth, 2) en-
hancement of existing programs that were
perceived as effective, and 3) outreach to
more diverse youth audiences. These strat-
egies sought to impact the experience of
young people in the community directly. It
was anticipated that success at the ground-
level, through a direct approach, would
filter up into organizations and impact
community attitudes that would support
the broader youth development goals of
ACT for Youth. Some examples of CDPs
using direct approaches to this outcome
include:

1. New Programs. As previously
discussed, all eleven CDPs created
new programs for and by youth. For
example, one CDP created youth
businesses that encouraged young

Hints for Offering
Opportunities to Participate
and Contribute

e Provide opportunities to
explore career interests and
employment or higher educa-
tion options.

e Arrange opportunities for
young people to educate their
parents, community or local
and state officials about is-
sues of concern.

e Create a youth advisory
board that gives young people
decision-making power.

* Have young people either
present at a meeting of the
Board of Directors or have a
young person become a mem-
ber.

* Have discussions within the
program about issues of diver-
sity when they come up.
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people to take on the leadership and
direction of small-scale enterprises.
This encouraged the young people to
advertise their products and services in
the community in order to help their
businesses thrive. In turn, this allowed
others in the community to see the
productive contributions and ambi-
tions of young people.

Enhancement of Existing Programs.
Eight of the eleven CDPs supported
programming that existed prior to
ACT for Youth through publicity, col-
laboration, recruitment, and/or finan-
cial resources. The programs selected
for CDP support were largely seen

as a platform that already promoted
youth development. CDP support
benefited youth in the community

and the overall success of the CDP. For
example, one CDP used their leverage
as a collaboration to support lifeguard-
training opportunities for youth of-
fered through the American Red Cross.
The opportunity existed prior to ACT
for Youth, but the CDP assisted with
recruitment because they understood
how the training supported youth
development goals. This experience
provided youth with tangible skills that
some youth were able to transfer into
summer employment opportunities.

It also served to bring attention to the
youth activities of the American Red
Cross.

Outreach to More Diverse Youth
Audiences. Ten CDPs reported that the
ACT for Youth initiative helped them
engage more diverse youth audiences
within their communities. In particu-
lar, CDPs were able to bring diverse
groups of young people together who,
prior to ACT for Youth, had little
opportunity to interact. CDPs were
able to use ACT for Youth as a way to
break down stereotypes and cliques.
For example, one CDP recruited a new

group of youth from the programs of
the individual partner agencies to par-
ticipate in a college exposure program.
The young people attended workshops
about the college selection and appli-
cation process, learned about consider-
ations in selecting a college, and identi-
fied three colleges they wanted to visit
as a group. Partner agencies sponsored
the college tour together. Notably, this
program was carried out in an urban
area where most young people attend
school outside their neighborhood and
where there are deeply rooted rivalries
among the neighborhoods. The expe-
rience served as a foundation for con-
necting these young people locally and
in new settings, and enabled barriers
to be confronted with some success. At
the completion of the college program,
many youth remained involved and
started new cross-agency projects.

The Indirect Approach

CDP strategies and activities that were
described as indirect were those that
sought to impact 1) service delivery and 2)
program infrastructure on a broader scale.
Rather than address services, opportunities,
and supports directly through program-
ming, indirect efforts focused on informa-
tion and education. By educating the youth
service providers and the community at
large about positive youth development,
the ACT for Youth partnerships aimed

to improve existing youth programming
and create non-traditional services and
supports for young people. Eventually, this
led to improved youth outcomes. Some
examples of indirect approaches within this
outcome area are:

1. Service Delivery. All eleven CDPs
trained, disseminated informa-
tion, and/or influenced community
members outside the CDP to make
programming shifts that reflect the
core youth development principles of
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services, opportunities, and supports.
This was accomplished in a variety

of ways — through newsletters, guest
speakers, conferences, and trainings.
For example, one CDP effort centered
on a community education model.
They trained cadres of facilitators in
the core youth development concepts
and sent them out into the community
to train youth service providers. They
involved youth in this process and
reached a broad cross-section of their
community far beyond the individual
organizations represented in their
CDP. The goal of this strategy was to
influence overall service delivery, thus
broadly increasing services, opportuni-
ties, and supports available to young
people.

2. Program Infrastructure. Eight of
eleven CDPs employed strategies that
involved strengthening and/or creat-
ing new youth programming infra-
structure. This approach sought to
impact the environments where youth
programming took place, and increase
the flow of information across agen-
cies. Activities in this area ranged from
universal community intake forms
to creating youth-led councils for the
delivery of services, opportunities,
and supports community-wide. For
example, one CDP created resource
centers in several school districts.

This was done in order to bring the
extensive web of youth services into
a setting where young people already

spent a great deal of time, making it
easier for them to take advantage of
services, opportunities, and supports.
Also, by having a new community-
based program site that served as a
conduit of information and access, the
CDP could gain the influence needed
to spread the core youth development
principles of services, opportunities,
and supports (see also outcome four).

While all CDPs used a mixture of direct
and indirect approaches, the majority of
CDPs concentrated their efforts on direct
approaches that had a more immedi-

ate impact on the lives of youth in their
communities. Those efforts tended to help
CDPs gain momentum and attract positive
attention early on, which helped as they
branched out and diversified their strate-
gies. The CDPs that leaned toward more
indirect approaches appeared to start off
slowly because their strategies took longer
to build and demonstrate results. However,
by the fourth year of the initiative, those
CDPs that had put their efforts toward the
indirect goals of impacting service delivery
and infrastructure showed marked stability
and influence across their communities.

The direct and indirect approaches leave
different legacies in the CDP communi-
ties, and important questions to consider
in terms of sustainability. It remains to

be seen what changes in programming
inspired by ACT for Youth will outlive this
first cycle of the initiative. Several CDPs
absorbed programs created under ACT for

Success Story

In the Bronx CDP, a needs assessment performed by youth in the community as part of ACT re-
sulted in the development of a new Technology Center, A Better Bronx for Youth, located at the
lead agency.The assessment indicated a lack of access to, and training in, current technology. As
a result, the CDP dedicated a part of their site to the Technology Center which is now equipped
with computers loaded with numerous software packages.The Center also provides self-guided
instruction on use of the computers, as well as a wide variety of character development issues,
including conflict resolution, communication skills, etc. The Center is available to youth groups
and individuals. One of the most significant contributions of the Center is that youth in the com-
munity see the impact of their efforts and ideas realized.
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Youth into individual CDP organizations
in order to make sure that these youth ser-
vices continue. CDPs that concentrated on
the more broad-based indirect approaches
expressed optimism about long-term
change in the organizations their efforts
impacted.

Lessons Learned

The diverse efforts of CDPs to increase
services, opportunities, and supports for
youth in their communities yielded some
important lessons that can be instructive
for future youth development initiatives.

1. Terms like services, opportunities,
and supports that have other com-
monly held connotations need to be
taught, reinforced, and adopted early.
Virtually every CDP community op-
erationalized these terms in different
ways. For the purposes of measure-
ment and uniformity, early efforts to
build a collective working definition
is essential. Additionally, establish-
ing clarity and common ground can
help build a community among CDPs
where best practices and strategies for
success can be shared.

2. Strong youth-adult partnerships
are an essential mechanism for op-
portunities and supports. Programs
and services are more innovative,
authentic, and engaging when they are
planned collaboratively with youth
rather than by adults alone.

3. Youth development programming
must be tailored to specific local
contexts. ACT for Youth communities
reflect New York State’s urban, rural,
ethnic, and socio-economic diversity.
Having a diverse and representative
community partnership able to meet
the specific local needs of youth was
essential.

4.

Community education is a critical in-
gredient of youth development efforts.
This is true of all five outcome areas,
but emerged strongly in review of this
outcome area. Communities need to
take real ownership in bringing posi-
tive youth development messages to
the forefront of their interactions with
young people and the community at
large.

It is important to engage non-tra-
ditional community sectors. Engag-
ing non-traditional sectors such as
schools, law enforcement, and business
was critical to creating community-
wide environments suited to the devel-
opmental needs of youth. To exclude
these groups is to exclude sectors of
society important to youth develop-
ment. ®
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EXEMPLAR: Jefferson County Act for Youth

Jefferson County ACT for Youth formed several community councils, based

on school districts, to reach out to different regions of this large, rural county.
Council members included youth and adults who lived within the geographic
area of the school district. The Belleville-Henderson school district includes
two small villages, one central school complex and many acres of farm land.
The community council began their work with a community assessment,
investigating the questions:

1. How supportive is the community toward our young people?
2.  What kind of activities and opportunities are available for our youth?

They found that young people did not have much to do during after school
hours.The school building was closed and there were no other youth-cen-
tered agencies in either village. Most youth activities were located in Water-
town, the largest city in the county. Lack of public transportation made those
opportunities inaccessible to most young people in Belleville-Henderson.

The council decided to create youth opportunities and organized several
community service projects from painting playground structures to commu-
nity gardening and beautification projects. In conjunction with other commu-
nity councils, they created and facilitated outdoor education and leadership
opportunities. Most importantly, they discussed the possibilities of creating

a youth center and mapped both communities for potential sites. An aban-
doned school building offered space and the council initiated a fund rais-

ing campaign involving community members of all ages. The council raised
several thousand dollars for building improvements and engaged in negotia-
tions with local officials to develop the organizational structure, including
adult supervision for the center. After three years of effort, the new youth
center opened its doors. Now, the center serves as the hub of youth activities
for the Belleville-Henderson community. ® @
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OUTCOME THREE:
INCREASED YOUTH
ENGAGEMENT

Introduction

Youth engagement is a fundamental prin-
ciple of the positive youth development
movement. Numerous terms are used, often
interchangeably, by researchers and practi-
tioners to describe this concept, including
“youth voice,” “youth participation,” “youth
involvement,” and “youth empowerment”
All share the common belief that youth
should be viewed as resources and assets to
be nurtured, not problems to be fixed, and
that youth should be active agents in their
own developmental process.

The “O” in the “SOS” trilogy of Services,
Opportunities, and Supports points to
youth engagement. For ACT for Youth,
opportunities refer to actions taken by
young people, emphasizing the notion that
youth are active players, rather than passive
recipients of information or services. Youth
engagement represents the extent to which
youth are provided meaningful and real op-
portunities to practice and expand on what
they know and learn, either through work,
service, or advanced learning. Although
youth ideally encounter a diverse array of
opportunities, those that are sustained and
encourage youth to exercise meaningful
decision-making roles ultimately foster the
greatest number of personal competencies,
and have the greatest impact on adults,
organizations, and communities (Zeldin,
McDaniel, Topitzes, & Lorens, 2001).

Increasing youth engagement has been a
central goal of the ACT for Youth initiative.
All the CDPs devoted considerable energy
and attention to creating meaningful and
more advanced opportunities for young
people to contribute to their communi-
ties. However, as evidenced in the quarterly
reports, CDP surveys, and through interac-

Youth Engagement Happens
When...

e The organization makes a
commitment to youth partici-
pation and creates meaningful
opportunities and supportive
structures

e Activities and services pro-
vided for youth are universally
accessible.

e Adults work around the logis-
tics, location, environment and
time challenges youth engage-
ment entails.

e Adult staff are genuinely excit-
ed about working with youth.

¢ Youth and adults are prepared
to work together.

e Youth are allowed to lead and
direct; adults provide guidance
and support.

e Appropriate structures are in
place for recruiting, preparing,
and retaining youth.

tions with the Centers of Excellence staff,
this outcome posed a number of challeng-
es for the partnerships, especially in the
early stages of the initiative. Many com-
munities struggled not only to create new
roles for young people that departed from
their previous practice of youth service
and program delivery, but also to sustain
that involvement over time. Barriers such
as transportation, coordinating adult and
youth schedules, and overall “readiness”
(for youth, adults and organizations) were
but a few of the challenges faced. The Cen-
ters of Excellence worked closely with the
CDPs to help them engage young people
in the process of planning, developing,
and implementing opportunities in their
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communities. They provided information
on how to strengthen youth voice efforts
through ongoing training and technical
assistance.

The multiple data sources analyzed dem-
onstrate that the CDPs made tremendous
progress toward increasing youth engage-
ment over the course of the initiative. CDPs
created more opportunities for youth,
especially experiences that enabled young
people to function in a leadership capacity
and to contribute to their communities in
new ways. The results presented below are
organized according to the following four
themes:

+ Youth involvement in meaningful roles

*+ Meaningful opportunities for young
people

+ Benefits of youth engagement

+ Effective strategies and lessons learned

Youth Involvement in Meaningful
Roles

One of the most striking findings in this
outcome area was the sheer increase in

the number of young people involved in
meaningful roles within their communities
over the course of the initiative. Table 3.1
lists the average number of youth involved

in seven different types of roles at two dif-
ferent points in time: 1) as of January 2001
(six months into the initiative), and 2) as of
August 2004 (at the beginning of the fifth
year). Each role was defined as a “meaning-
ful opportunity” in that it required youth
to hold significant responsibility or serve

in a leadership capacity. It is possible that
some of the opportunities listed involved

youth in

mul-

tiple roles, One of the most
reflecting striking findings in
multiple this outcome area is
types of phe sheer increase
experi- in the numbers of
ence. young people involved
The data, in meaningful roles
drawn within their communi-
from the ties over the course
ACT for of the initiative.

Youth

annual

reports, illustrate that the overall number
of opportunities rose significantly over
the course of the initiative in every role
category. Additional highlights include:

+ In each case, the largest numbers of
youth were involved in planning, devel-
oping, and implementing project activi-
ties and programs. This increased from
an average of 10 per CDP in the first year

TABLE 3.1 AVERAGE NUMBER OF YOUTH INVOLVED IN MEANING-
FUL ROLES ACROSS ALL ACT FOR YOUTH CDPS

Role January 2001 August 2004
Governance 3 46
Project Planning/Development 10 90
Evaluation/Assessment 3 21
Communications/PR 7 66
Education 9 35
Service 7 63
Policy/Advocacy 1 25
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of ACT for Youth to an average of 90 per
CDP by the start of the fifth year across
all the sites.

+ Significant numbers of youth were also
involved in service, such as volunteerism
and service learning. This increased from
an average of seven per CDP in the first
year to an average of 63 per CDP by the
fifth year.

* Youth were also increasingly involved in
communication/public relations roles -
delivering messages to the community
and spreading the word about programs,
issues and activities. Activities included
developing posters, magazines, web pag-
es, and videos. This number rose from
an average of seven per CDP in the first
year to an average of 66 per CDP by the
fifth year. Halfway through the fifth year,
one CDP developed, produced, and aired
a public service announcement with a
local television station challenging adult
stereotypes and assumptions regarding
youth.

It is important to point out that while all
CDPs reported increased numbers of youth
in meaningful roles, this varied consider-
ably across partnerships. Examples of

how communities actually engaged young
people in these roles are described below.
First, perceptions of youth involvement by
partnership members are illustrated to pro-
vide a broader perspective on how youth
were viewed and treated

(close to 80%) believed that they incor-
porated the perspectives and priorities of
young people in their communities.

+ Approximately 50% felt that youth were
involved in community decision making
and planning.

Findings from the 2004 CDP survey indi-
cate that on average across the sites:

+ 41% felt that community leaders invited
youth to present, advise, or serve on com-
mittees.

*+ 67% believed that young people were
viewed as resources and actively engaged
in planning, implementing, and evaluat-
ing programming.

+ 31% believed that young people par-
ticipated as active, voting members on
various community boards.

The CDPs clearly made tremendous strides
in creating meaningful roles for young peo-
ple. The average number of youth in each
of the seven reported roles rose dramatical-
ly over a 3.5 year period. Both CDP surveys
suggest that the majority of adults in the
community believed that they take youth
perspectives into the planning process and
view youth as resources, but fewer believed
that youth are actively included in gover-
nance, i.e., in making decisions that affect
organizations and communities. The next
section further examines adult perceptions

within their respective com-
munities.

Perceptions of Youth
Involvement

In both CDP surveys that
were conducted (2001 and
2004), perceptions of youth
involvement remained
steady over time:

+ The majority of members

“Prior to the ACT for Youth program in Brooklyn, youth
in the community had few opportunities to engage

in service activities, to acquire leadership skills, or to
participate in community-based programs dedicated to
serving youth. Programs that were present were eligible
only for youth in specific risk categories. ACT for Youth
was successful in engaging large numbers of youth in

a way that had never been done before. Youth were
incorporated into all levels of the program and were a
part of the overall effort to provide a comprehensive set
of inclusive and responsive programs and services.”
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TABLE 3.2 2003 UPSTATE NEEDS ASSESSMENT ADOLESCENT
PARTICIPATION IN AGENCY ACTIVITIES

Roles CDP Community % Non-CDP Community %
Governance/Decision Making 60 57

Program Development and Planning 81 72
Evaluation/Research 52 48
Communication/Public Relations 82*% 56%*

Providing education 76* 54*

Service 81 76

Advocacy 61** 45%%

Other 13 14

*statistically significant at p < .05 level
** statistically significant at p < .01 level

of adolescent participation in meaning-
ful roles by comparing CDP vs. non-CDP
communities.

Youth Engagement in CDP Versus
Non-CDP Communities

The 2003 Upstate Needs Assessment of
Youth Development Capacity was con-
ducted to document training and technical
assistance activities and needs among ap-
proximately 200 state-funded agencies and
programs serving youth in upstate New
York. This study (which excluded New
York City and Long Island) documented
the current youth development knowledge
level of youth serving agencies (in both
CDP and non-CDP communities) and

the extent to which they incorporated key
youth development principles within their
organizational structures. As illustrated in
Table 3.2, the results indicate that respon-
dents from CDP communities more often
noted that youth were involved in agency
activities versus those from non-CDP com-
munities. Across each role category, CDP
communities reported a higher percentage
of roles in which adolescents participated.

CDP communities were significantly more
likely to report that youth were involved in
communication/public relations (82% vs.
56%) providing education (76% vs. 54%),
and advocacy (61% vs. 45%).

Other findings from the statewide survey
suggest that:

+ ACT for Youth affected the community’s
interaction with youth by increasing
youth involvement, promoting a col-
laborative atmosphere, and improving
the general opinion about youth. For ex-
ample, respondents mentioned that the
community “sees youth as assets rather
than liabilities” and “now views youth as
positive.”

+ ACT for Youth affected youth involve-
ment. Forty-one percent of respondents
thought that ACT for Youth increased
youth involvement within the agency,
and 72% thought ACT initiatives
increased youth involvement within
the community. Participants stated that
ACT for Youth increased youth involve-
ment in their programs by cultivating
more leadership roles and fostering
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participation in decision-making roles,
and increased youth involvement in com-
munities by providing more opportuni-
ties to get involved with youth-focused
programs.

+ While almost all participants said that
their agency was involved in youth devel-
opment and asset-building activities, re-
spondents from CDP communities more
often noted that youth were engaged as
active decision-makers in the agency’s
plans and activities.

In summary, the needs assessment data
suggest that the ACT for Youth initiative
impacted adult perceptions of youth in the
community. This was the only data source
that compares ACT for Youth with non-
ACT for Youth communities. Respondents
from communities that had ACT for Youth
funding reported that youth were viewed
positively; respondents perceived that ACT
for Youth played a role in increasing youth
involvement in their agencies and commu-
nities. Additionally, respondents in ACT for
Youth communities, more often than “non-
ACT” communities, perceived youth to be
involved in decision-making roles. Taken
together, these data sources tell the story
that the core youth development principle
of increased youth engagement was suc-
cessfully infusing into ACT for Youth com-
munities. This was evidenced by the actual
increase in meaningful youth roles, and
adult perceptions of youth involvement.

Several partners changed their
practices around youth involve-
ment as a result of the ACT for
Youth initiative. Four organiza-
tions engaged youth on their
boards for the first time, the
Erie County Youth Board now
encourages youth to become
voting members - and the
Board of Education made a
commitment to give youth a role
at both the building and district
level for the school year.

Meaningful Opportunities for
Young People

Evidence collected from several different
data sources illustrates that youth in the
ACT for Youth communities were involved
in a wide variety of rich and exciting op-
portunities to use their voice and partici-
pate in decision making. Described below
are some of the most visible ways young
people in the ACT for Youth communities
were engaged in the work of the initiative.
The focus was on those roles related to
governance that require decision making
since these are believed to have the great-
est developmental impact. These included
participating in the CDP itself, serving on
a wide range of committees and councils,
and being asked to join major commu-

Success Story
Columbia County ACT for Youth

“Our project from the start was to create a teen mentoring/peer counseling kind of service...

[The staff person hired through ACT for Youth] recruited teens from local school districts, trained

the teens to become peer counselors, supervised those teens within the school districts, and we
paid the teens a stipend for their work. It was a very, very successful program.We had 15-20 kids
actively involved at any given time...They became visible in the schools - so students would ap-
proach our peer counselors, and our peer counselors would give them information, refer them
to different resources in the community. It was formulated under the idea that some kids will
go to peers before going to the guidance counselor, or the school nurse...The project actually
won a state-wide innovative program award from the New York State Coalition Against Sexual

Assault.”
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Forms of Youth Governance

CDP Involvement: Youth serve
as recognized and valued part-
ners in the CDP.

Community board and commit-
tees: Youth serve as members
of boards and committees for
one or more community institu-
tions or agencies.

Advisory Councils: Youth oper-
ate or serve on advisory bodies
responsible for providing input
into project or agency gover-
nance.

Philanthropy: Youth make fund-
ing decisions.

Evaluation/Assessment: Youth
conduct research used for qual-
ity improvement.

nity governance bodies, including School
Boards and Youth Boards.

Opportunities for youth to participate

in governance or decision making were
created in several ACT for Youth com-
munities. In some cases, youth worked

in partnership with adults — to set overall
policy direction, hire staff, design pro-
grams, conduct needs assessments and
lead training. A common theme emerged
across several data sources: prior to ACT
for Youth, youth were not involved in
decision-making roles within their com-
munities. Since the initiative, communities
have changed their practices by engaging
youth in this new capacity and establishing
youth on boards, committees, and other
community governance structures.

CDP Involvement

At the end of the first year of the initia-
tive none of the CDPs identified youth

as members of their partnerships. Three
years later, in August 2004, 35 young
people were serving as members of the
CDPs. This represents a major shift in the
way that communities normally operate
regarding youth services and program
development, from doing things for young
people to doing things with young people.
Although not all CDPs were successful in
bringing youth to the actual partnership
table, other mechanisms were created for
youth voice, some of which are described
below.

Community Boards and Committee
Participation

Youth were also invited to join other
community-wide boards and commit-
tees. Six of the CDPs reported that youth
began serving on committees and boards
as a result of ACT for Youth efforts. This
was significant for many communities that
did not have youth in decision-making
roles prior to ACT for Youth. Staff in ACT
for Youth communities reported that this
change was a direct result of their “lobby-
ing” efforts to educate adults in the com-
munity about the importance of having
youth voice at the table where youth policy
and program decisions are made.

“I’s youth voice, it’s not like youth-
slash-adults. We make the decisions and
we get to decide what goes on and tell
the other people to get their ideas and

to come back... We choose. It’s really the
youth speaking. It makes us feel more
responsible, to know that we’re actually,
like, the voice for the whole youth.”
(ACT for Youth participant)
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Youth Advisory Councils

Many of the CDPs created Youth Advi-
sory boards and councils to guide them in
creating community roles for youth. These
councils had a variety of structures, some
operating more independently than oth-
ers. For example, in one partnership, each
council established a youth chair respon-
sible for creating the agenda, facilitating
the meetings, and serving as a liaison
between the council and other agencies
and coalitions, including the CDPs. In
other councils, youth and adults worked in
partnership and shared leadership to carry
out the work plan.

Seven of the CDPs formed Youth Councils
that carried out a number of functions
including:

+ Planning and coordinating program
activities

+ Sponsoring and co-leading training
+ Organizing youth forums or speak outs

+ Conducting evaluation and assessments

Youth Philanthropy

Six of the CDPs established opportunities
in youth philanthropy that involved young
people making funding decisions regarding
Requests For Proposals and mini-grants.
This entailed reviewing and rating propos-
als and selecting programs to fund. In one
community, it was noted that this experi-
ence helped youth understand options of
bringing about change in their community
in a constructive and positive manner.

Young people felt they could
make a difference in their com-
munity. VWhether it involved
organizing a battle of the bands
concert, speak out, conference,
or training, they learned that
they could plan and carry out
large-scale efforts that brought
their communities together

Evaluation and Assessment

Three of the CDPs engaged youth in
research roles, either by conducting formal
needs assessments and collecting data on
community problems, or by evaluating the
impact of programs and services. Youth
learned research skills, developed tools for
data collection, conducted data analysis,
and learned to interpret and use research
findings.

+ One CDP participated in a pilot project
to increase youth engagement through a
self-assessment process aimed at pro-

Engagement: Youth Benefit

¢ Acquiring leadership skills.

e Learning to feel comfortable
voicing opinions and ideas.

e Exposure and appreciation for
diverse individuals, ideas and
perspectives.

e Increasing their sense of self-
efficacy and personal power.

Success Story

The Otsego ACT for Youth initiative involved young people in youth philanthropy — with and for
young people. Each year, several thousand dollars were set aside for a mini-grant fund to be used
for new summer activities conceived and led by young people. A group of youth worked hand

in hand with several adults to develop the grant application and process. They also reviewed all
applications, interviewed promising applicants and selected the award recipients.
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clusion that ACT for Youth offered young
“This is a really great avenue for the people a rare opportunity to become
youth to have a setting where they can meaningfully engaged in programs, agen-
talk about what ever they want. And to cies, and community institutions. Youth
know that... they can get together with participants consistently cited four main
other teenagers, they can do linkages. benefits: 1) acquisition of leadership skills,
They can say, ‘Hey, I'm not the only one 2) opportunities to use their voice to share
that has this concern. We are concerned opinions and ideas, 3) exposure to diverse
about the same thing — why don’t we get individuals, ideas, and perspectives, and 4)
together and do something?”” increased opportunities to enhance self-

efficacy and personal power. Importantly,

adults also experience benefits from youth

moting organizational change. A team engagement.

of four youth evaluators were trained to

administer sslf—assessment tqols to the Leadership Skills

youth councils. They helped interpret the

findings and reported back to the coun- One of the most frequently mentioned im-

cils on possible ways to increase youth pacts of

participation. The youth evaluators used  involve-

their skills to develop further youth pro-  ment in “The level of youth

gram assessment tools for the CDP. ACT for involvement has grown
Youth was

+ One of the CDPs developed an evalua- increased cons?dembly since the in-
tion process that could be implemented | 4 ception of the CDP. Youth
throughout all youth-based organiza- ship skills. now make up half Of the
tions in the community. The evaluation ACT for Youth Advisory

model provided organizations with a Y:snli Boarfl and distribute com-
tool for measuring the degree to which fepé)rte d munity Youth Involvement
they employ a positive youth develop- that they Grz?nts through a‘ymith
ment perspective across each of their learned philanthropy project.
programs. these
skills through planning, arranging logis-
Benefits tics, running meetings, talking to commu-

nity members, and handling finances. This

Data from the series of six focus groups .
theme recurred in all focus groups and was

conducted with young people in three of

the ACT for Youth CDPs support the con- frequently the ﬁr.st.beneﬁt voiced by the.
focus group participants. Many youth dis-

Success Story

The Capital District CDP organized an effort to map their community. Twenty five students were
given disposable cameras to photograph community assets and deficits. Group discussions
about the photographs were used to identify themes, which led to the development of projects
and events. This photography assignment created student buy-in, documented how youth
perceived their communities, provided current information for the CDP steering committee,
and helped unify three counties. While out in the community capturing their own perceptions
of assets and deficits, the teens educated the community about ACT for Youth, enhancing both
the public perception of youth and their own personal experiences. Furthermore, in collabora-
tion with a local public library, young people participated in the development of the new library
wing.Their ideas and suggestions were incorporated in the actual design.
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cussed specific skill acquisition in writing,
decision making, and collaboration. Several
reported that the experience would better
prepare them for college and potentially
influenced their career decisions.

Youth Voice: Willingness to Speak Out

Young people felt that as a result of par-
ticipating in ACT for Youth, they gained a
willingness to speak out and express their
opinions and ideas. This profound youth
development theme recurred in all of

the focus groups. Many reported gaining
confidence in expressing themselves, and
felt that their participation “brought them
out of their shell,” noting that prior to
their involvement in ACT for Youth, they
were “very, very shy” and actually fearful of
speaking in front of audiences, especially
around adults. Their experiences through
ACT for Youth gave them opportunities to
develop public speaking and presentation
skills. Opportunities such as participating
in Youth Council, organizing a conference
or speak out, or conducting a training
evoked and nurtured youth voice.

Diversity: Openness to Other Points
of View

Another benefit that emerged as a theme
in the focus groups was exposure to other
points of view. Many youth spoke about
the importance of contact with individu-
als with different backgrounds and per-
spectives. Through ACT for Youth, young
people gained respect and understanding
of the diversity of individuals, perspec-
tives, backgrounds, and ideas. This theme

was expressed by youth in both rural and
urban focus groups. Young people spoke
about learning to look beyond appear-
ances and first impressions to developing a
deeper understanding and appreciation for
individual differences.

Self Efficacy and Personal Power

When youth experience being heard and
taken seriously, they feel empowered to
believe in themselves. Young people talked
about feeling that they could make a dif-
ference in their community. Whether it
involved organizing a “battle of the bands”
concert, speak out, conference, or training,
they learned that they could plan and carry
out large-scale efforts that brought their
communities together.

Benefits for Adults

Focus group data also revealed the impact
of youth engagement on adults. Previous
research demonstrates that the involve-
ment of young people in decision mak-
ing has important positive outcomes for
adults (e.g., Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes, &
Calvert, 2000; Goggins, Powers, & Spano,
2002). Two notable adult benefits of en-
gaged young people in the ACT for Youth
communities include:

* Young people provide adults with new
ways of thinking, insights, and ideas:
One ACT for Youth partner noted the
importance and value of youth at the
table for generating ideas that adults
would not have considered.

“.....but that’s the kind of stuff that we

Success Story

Young people and adults from the Brooklyn CDP worked together with the Brooklyn Borough
President’s Office to organize and promote a countywide conference on gangs and youth vio-
lence prevention.The Youth Alliance, a coalition of young people drawn from within CDP mem-
ber organizations, also worked with the Borough President’s Office to organize youth “speak-
outs”intended to foster dialogue among youth about gang violence in their communities and
how to prevent it. The success of the first “speak-out”led to the Youth Alliance being designated
by the Borough President’s Office as the forum’s permanent organizer.
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would never have done if she [a young
person] hadn’t been on the team. Wouldn’t
even have dawned on us. We're all in this
adult level, thinking about kids in certain
ways. That proves how valuable that is,

to have youth involved with it.” (ACT for
Youth CDP partner)

* Youth also energize staff. This not only
benefits adults but, as illustrated in the
quote below, ultimately benefits pro-
grams and organizations:

“I think the thing that I will take away
from my experience in working with this
group in particular is their enthusiasm,
the enthusiasm of young people. Their
wisdom. Because in some ways they’re
more perceptive than adults could ever be.
And I think just the memory of watching
this group grow and mature. When I first
met Liza, Liza was in eighth grade. She’s
a senior now. And just having had the
opportunity to be a part of their lives. I'm
not suggesting that AKITA is a huge part,
but it’s neat to watch the group grow and
evolve and see them take on new responsi-
bilities and new challenges and just come
up with these amazing ideas and insights.”
(ACT for Youth coordinator)

Lessons Learned

Each CDP approached the task of increas-
ing youth engagement in a creative way.
However, there are some overarching les-
sons that can be drawn from their collec-
tive experience:

1. Meaningful youth engagement can
take different forms and expressions.
Youth representation on a board of
directors is not necessarily the first or
only step toward youth engagement.
It is helpful to think about a range
of opportunities for young people to
influence programs, organizations,
and community initiatives. Young
people can make decisions and give
input on the program level through

planning, implementing, and evaluat-
ing tasks and projects. Or they can
provide input and consultation on
program or organizational policies and
practices by expressing their perspec-
tive and reflecting on their experi-
ences. Some young people might have
the motivation and commitment to
joining decision-making bodies, such
as hiring committees or boards of
directors. Young people will choose
levels of involvement that match their
skills, interests, and situations. Over
time, young people might move into
different roles according to changing
interests and skills.

Activities and services provided for
youth need to be universally accessible
and should not be limited to specific
“at risk” or “high risk” groups. Such
specific targeting leads to stigma and
decreased youth engagement. The
Brooklyn CDP used a language of
universal, non-targeted services for
youth development which was integral
to all activities, services, and programs
run by ACT for Youth. They directly
attributed their success in youth
engagement to the fact that no youth
would be turned away, no labels were
attached to participation, and services
and programs were not offered as part
of a “service package;” rather they were
framed as an exciting set of opportuni-
ties for youth to get involved in their
community.

Recognize that logistics, location, en-
vironment, and time will always play
a key role in establishing youth voice.
Adults need to be flexible in order to
accommodate young people who wish
to attend meetings. Meetings should
be held at times which allow young
people to participate. One CDP held
meetings at school so that students
active in the ACT for Youth Advisory
group in that district were able to at-
tend.
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Finding the right staff is critical

to success. It is important to find
staff who are energetic, passionate,
and committed individuals who are
genuinely excited about working with
youth. Youth recognize when adults
are being forced to take part in an
activity. Participation on the part of
adults should reflect genuine interest
and concern.

Youth and adults need preparation
for youth engagement. Providing
pre-service orientation, training,

and ongoing support in the form of
mentoring or coaching throughout
the program helps engage and retain
youth. Establishing a high degree

of structure (such as a manual with
outlined responsibilities and expecta-
tions) as well as standards and person-
nel review processes also facilitates
success. In addition, adults need to
be oriented and trained to work with
youth and to overcome pre-conceived
notions they might have about young
people. Ongoing relationship build-
ing through team building exercises
and a mechanism for reflection will
strengthen authentic youth-adult
partnership formation in the organi-
zation.

True engagement is more likely to
happen when youth lead and direct
while adults provide guidance and
support. If youth have more say in
the direction and operational main-
tenance of programs and activities,
their engagement levels increase and
they will be more likely to remain over
time. Adults who provide support
through a mentorship approach are
most effective in enabling youth lead-
ership.

“If you let kids lead, if you let them
make the assessment of what needs to
be done in the community and look at
what the resources are and then come

up with some suggestions and some
answers, I think it’s going to truly take
off. If adults get involved and they start
to tell the kids what to do, I don’t think
it’s going to be as successful.” (CDP
Coordinator)

Advisory groups should have a clear
purpose and function linked with
community action. Advisory groups
should identify their purpose and then
link their work to community issues
that impact youth. This facilitates
retention and can lead to concrete ac-
tions and potential community policy
change.

Youth should be given “tiered leader-
ship” opportunities for upward orga-
nizational movement. When youth
observe upward role mobility (e.g.
from participant to intern to staff)
within the program/organization, they
are encouraged to view this as an op-
portunity to serve in a greater capacity
while also furthering their personal
and leadership development. Those in
higher roles serve as role models and
mentor those in lower roles.

Celebrate and recognize youth for
their accomplishments. It is important
to take the time to recognize young
people for achieving their goals and
for their involvement in the commu-
nity. Opportunities to highlight youth
accomplishments through newspaper
and TV stories, as well as recognition
through award ceremonies promote
the positive message that young people
are contributors and resources. ®
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EXEMPLAR: Brokklyn Act for Youth

In the Brooklyn ACT for Youth partnership, youth engagement was central
and inspired creativity, drove innovation and resulted in significant success.
At the center of youth engagement efforts were eight core programs that
varied from fashion and music production to youth court and community
evaluation teams.The common ingredient flexibility. A continuous evalua-
tion strategy allowed for ongoing changes as necessary.The adult leadership
felt this was necessary in order to respond to the rapidly changing interests
of youth and the necessity of having youth participation in the develop-
ment and planning of programming. Youth participated in the creation of
standards and behavioral rules and provided peer monitoring to ensure clear
and consistent implementation. While the youth in these programs received
ongoing support and guidance from the adults, they were ultimately respon-
sible for shaping the direction and focus of programs and services that were
available to their peers across the New York City metropolitan area.

The mission statement adopted by the young people involved in the Brook-
lyn CDP best captures this partnership’s success around youth engagement:

"ACT for Youth empowers youth to be creators — rather than consumers — of their
culture.”
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OUTCOME FOUR:
ORGANIZATIONAL CHANGE

Introduction

The ACT for Youth initiative defines
organizational change as “changes among
community organizations and institutions
reflecting youth development principles, in-
cluding changes in organizational structures,
philosophy, tools, and physical environ-
ments.” This outcome area challenged
community partnerships to intentionally
institutionalize youth development con-
cepts into their organizations.

For most community partnerships this was
new territory. This outcome area developed
and operationalized gradually over the first
three years of the project. Central ques-
tions included: 1) How can CDPs measure
the various youth development promotion
strategies that impacted youth services and
community partners? 2) What concrete
changes have taken place within organiza-
tions and within the partnership? With
assistance from the Centers of Excellence,
CDPs started to assess organizational poli-
cies and practices and began to develop
new and additional youth development-
oriented strategies and practices.

Over the course of the fourth and fifth
years, CDPs made measurable strides in
promoting organizational change with re-
spect to individual organizations as well as
community partnerships. CDP activities in
this area tended to fall into several discrete
areas: 1) developing a common youth de-
velopment language across and within CDP
member agencies, 2) creation of opportuni-
ties for engaging staff in the ACT for Youth
initiative, 3) mechanisms for incorporating
youth voice into organizational function-
ing, and 4) organizational assessment and
action planning.

Organizational change as a strategic process
within (and among) CDP organizations
was one of the most challenging undertak-

Organizational Change
Happens When CDP’s...

e Utilize an organizational as-
sessment process to under-
stand current practices, poli-
cies and assumptions and to
develop enhanced practices.

® Articulate a clear vision and
strategy for accomplishing
organizational change and
willingly share these with other
interested stakeholders.

e Agree upon and consistently
use a common Youth Develop-
ment language.

e Successfully advocate for
change in CDP organizations.

® Provide quality training for
young people in how to be-
come change agents.

® Recognize and support oppor-
tunities for building the formal
and informal infrastructure
that facilitates youth develop-
ment informed organizational
change.

ings that CDPs confronted over the course
of this five-year initiative. Several themes
emerged as examples of organizational
change but each site incorporated youth
development principles and practice to
varying degrees.

Developing a Common Youth
Development Language

Although youth development frameworks
emphasize common core components, such
as youth voice and community and organi-
zational change, there was little consistency
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in the way

commu- “...so much of our work
nity groups is geared towards the
talked about kids that are getting
youth de- in trouble—we were
velopment. definitely viewing them
Therefore, as at-risk. We weren’t
one of the looking to word things
first tasks in a positive manner.
that CDPs But weve realized
undertook through our participa-
was defining tion that so many of
core youth these kids have so much
development to offer. So now, we’ve
principles begun to word things in
and delin- a much more positive,
eating best asset-based manner.”
practices for

individual

and member agencies. Prior to involve-
ment in the ACT for Youth initiative,
CDP members held a variety of assump-
tions, understandings, and acceptance of
youth development approaches. This was
complicated by the fact that two of the
most dominant youth development ap-

proaches in place when ACT for Youth was
launched, Communities That Care and the
Search Institute, advocated quite different,

ing outcomes-based and youth develop-
ment-oriented language a prerequisite for
incoming funding proposals. One CDP
member now requires those interested in
receiving an application to attend a Bidders
Forum in which the first hour involves
training on positive youth development
and how to incorporate the core principles
into their organization.

Creating Opportunities for
Engaging Staff in the ACT for
Youth Initiative

Creating and sustaining organizational
change is almost entirely dependent on
influencing changes in assumptions,
behavior, and processes that keep agencies
running day-to-day. Many CDP members
realized early on that encouraging (or in
one case mandating) all in-house agency
staff to be involved in youth development
training enhanced the likelihood that
organizational change would occur. It also
increased the likelihood that the agencies
they work with would adopt a youth de-
velopment perspective beyond the ACT for
Youth initiative and that agency staff would
benefit from direct exposure to the diverse

youth involved in the ACT for Youth initia-
tive. CDPs ensured staff engagement in the
ACT for Youth initiative through Centers
of Excellence training. Results from the
2005 CDP survey confirm the positive
relationship between Center of Excellence
youth development training (and technical

but highly interrelated strategies for ap-
proaching positive youth development.

Two of the 11 CDPs had members who
made significant strides in mandating a
common language within their organiza-
tions and across their community by mak-

Success Story
The Jefferson County Office of Probation, an ACT for Youth partner agency, has made consider-
able changes to the way that correction officers approach their interactions with youth as a
result of their participation in the initiative. For example, the department no longer designs
enforcement plans, but rather works one-on-one with the juvenile, family courts and parents to
design treatment plans to address the individual assets and needs of each young person.The as-
set language has also been incorporated in the Youth Assessment Screening Instrument (YASI)
that the Office of Probation uses to design individual treatment plans for youth offenders.”As a
supervisor with the Probation Family Court Unit, | felt that my officers needed to see the positive
things that kids can do because we are routinely exposed and have to address the negative
issues.| wanted to be able to counteract the negative language that seems to creep into our
day-to-day work with these kids.”
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assistance) and organizational change for
their staff and board of directors.

For some partnerships, engaging their
organizations’ staff members in youth
development activities meant setting up
permanent systems for participation.

For example, one CDP partner routinely
mandated that staff members in her or-
ganization volunteer on youth councils
and participate in training on the Search
Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets for
Youth. Providing resources and engaging
staff at every level of an organization helps
to ensure that they can become asset build-
ers in their professional and personal lives,
as well as in the larger community.

Youth Development Training for
Public and Private Community
Agencies

One of the ways in which CDP members
effected organizational change within and
across agencies throughout the community
was through youth development training
and technical assistance. Many devised
complex outreach strategies to offer tai-
lored trainings in youth voice and youth
decision making to county school districts,
government agencies, and local nonprofits.
They also offered training to organizations
on whose boards individual CDP members
served or with whom they were otherwise
connected.

+ In one CDP, members made significant
strides in the creation of organizational
change by providing training for staff
in county government agencies. This
training helped county agency staff
working with youth orient themselves to
youth development principles, as well as
increase youth participation in county
agency structures and processes.

+ Other partnerships offered 28 hours of
Advancing Youth Development (AYD)
training in conjunction with their local

youth bureaus. The aim of the training
was to offer opportunities for commu-
nity organizations to receive in-depth
information on positive youth develop-
ment principles. One CDP provided
training tailored to the needs of clinical
staff, with the aim of incorporating an
asset assessment into their youth and
family profiles.

In branching out beyond the immediate
scope of their partnership, CDP members
were able to provide training in youth
development principles and practices to

a diverse array of organizations within
their community. Providing resources and
engaging staff at every level of an organiza-
tion helps to ensure that they can become
asset builders in their professional and
personal lives.

Incorporating Youth Voice Into
Organizations

Often the greatest challenge for CDPs lay
not in training other community organi-
zations, but in preparing their individual
agencies and partnership to facilitate and
sustain youth involvement. Nevertheless,
CDPs frequently cited enhanced youth
voice as an example of successful organiza-
tional change.

In many cases, CDPs began to reap benefits
from their labor only at the end of the five
year period. Youth leadership in communi-
ty agencies and government systems gath-
ered momentum over the course of the
initiative. The outcomes were positive and
powerful. For example, one CDP member
was instrumental in getting one of the first
youth members in New York State on their
local school board. Three local partners
have a youth advisory group attached to
their local town governments. And finally,
another CDP reported that they routinely
include youth as part of their interview
and hiring teams.
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Organizational Self-Assessments

One of the challenges that CDPs faced
throughout the ACT for Youth initiative
was how to authentically integrate youth
development principles and practices,
including youth voice, into their individual
organizations. To meet this challenge, the
Centers of Excellence worked with the
CDPs to provide training and technical
assistance in the area of organizational
self-assessment. CDPs learned how to use
information gathered through the organi-
zational self-assessment process to improve
their practice. The information provided
programs and partnerships with compre-
hensive feedback from all members about
perceived successes and challenges, as well
as ideas for the future. Ongoing interest in
this area led to development of a popu-
lar and widely used standardized Center
of Excellence training in organizational
self-assessments for youth development
principles and practices.

During the last two years, eight organiza-
tions from various CDPs opted to un-
dertake organizational self-assessments
that focused specifically on examining the
overall health of their organizations from a
legal, governance, planning, and fundrais-
ing perspective. For one CDP, the process
of engaging in an organizational self-as-
sessment resulted in significant changes to
staff and partners’ understanding of youth
development principles and practices. In
February 2004, agency staff, board mem-
bers and volunteers gathered to discuss
potential roles for youth within their pro-
grams and to fill out a survey about their
attitudes regarding young people. Overall,

those who completed the survey felt sig-
nificant benefits to youth involvement, but
also agreed that a number of important
barriers prevented them from infusing
youth throughout their organizations. As
a result of the organizational self-assess-
ment, lead agency staff and CDP members
used the data to customize workshops and
trainings offered through the Centers of
Excellence. In addition, the ACT for Youth
Coordinator’s job description was altered
to reflect a revised set of responsibilities
specifically geared to enhancing collabo-
rations and creating linkages with youth
across all county programs.

Another CDP trained nearly 75 youth-
serving organizations and youth bureaus
in the county to use a comprehensive
evaluation and organizational readiness
tool developed by Dr. Jonathan Klein from
the University of Rochester, a partner of
the Upstate Center of Excellence. Since
most organizations in the area were not fa-
miliar with the youth outcome framework
which emphasizes both youth involvement
and adult-youth partnerships, staff and
administrators of community agencies
received 15 hours of training on how to
incorporate each of these youth develop-
ment practices into their organization. In
the future, these agencies will be tracked
by their funding sources to ensure that
they are accomplishing these goals.

Other CDPs chose to work intensively
with individual organizations, examining
ways that they could begin to encourage
increased youth voice, given their spe-
cific programmatic needs. For example,
one CDP worked with a local nonprofit

Success Story
The Onondaga County ACT for Youth initiative organized a series of workshops on “Successfully
Involving Youth in Decision- Making” for all local county departments.The goal was to educate
departments on youth development and to encourage them to establish a mechanism for
youth voice in their departments. Three departments embraced the concept of youth engage-
ment, and plans are currently underway to make it happen.
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on strategies for building youth presence
on their decision-making board to help
determine ways that they could encourage
more young people to participate in their
organizational activities.

Lessons Learned

Despite the challenging nature of this out-
come, CDPs made evident strides toward
important youth development-oriented
organizational change over the past five
years. Several lessons can be drawn from
their experience.

1. Identify at the onset of the initiative
that change at the organizational level
is an intended outcome. How much
emphasis an individual CDP put on
the objective of organizational change
was often determined during the very
preliminary planning stages of the ini-
tiative. For some, organizational and
community change was the primary
objective of their involvement in ACT
for Youth; for this reason their activi-
ties focused on training and education
activities for staff, youth, and other
community organizations. The most
sustainable CDPs focused on changing
organizational and systemic assump-
tions, behaviors, and processes at the
outset of their initiative.

2. Create an environment of organiza-
tional commitment and trust. Change
is hard for many people and cannot
be successfully accomplished in an
environment of confusion or mis-
trust. Staff need to feel comfortable
in discussing changes (and perceived
impacts) with leaders and trust that
those leaders will continue to be
open and communicative about the
purpose of the change, as well as new
expectations of staff.

3. Provide a deeper level of training
and technical assistance regarding
creating sustainable, youth develop-

ment oriented organizational change.
Several CDPs commented that train-
ing and technical assistance provided
throughout the initiative was invalu-
able in providing partners with an un-
derstanding of strategies for organiza-
tional change. However, members felt
they would be even more successful if
the initiative offered ongoing, one-on-
one, organization- and community-
specific consultation with community
agencies.

Organizational change must be linked
with activities and training for youth.
For many CDPs, organizational
change was seen as important, but
not at the cost of maintaining quality
services, opportunities, and supports
for the youth that they served. Others
viewed the two outcomes as equally
vital and as interconnected goals for
their work within the initiative. In
fact, CDPs routinely commented that
services and training opportunities
provided through the ACT for Youth
initiative created an increased number
of opportunities for organizations to
view youth in a positive light—thus,
encouraging many providers to want
to work towards youth development-
related organizational change. The
most sustainable CDPs focused on
organizational and systemic changes
while also offering varied youth ser-
vices, opportunities, and supports. ®
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EXEMPLAR: Greene County ACT for Youth

Greene County ACT for Youth enthusiastically embraced the opportunity of
this grant to facilitate organizational change for the benefit of youth in their
communities.The primary focus, and achievement, in this area was the adop-
tion of an infrastructure that facilitates inter-organizational relations. This
structure provides an operational umbrella for leadership, management, and
governance.The CDP established norms for shared decision making, problem
solving, conflict resolution and resource allocations. This structure facilitated
shared integrative services among partner organizations and a single point
of entry for youth and families seeking involvement in ACT for Youth offer-
ings. Adopting this strategy allowed partner organizations to depend on each
other and establish specialty areas. Ultimately, that created a more supportive
environment for the youth served through this partnership. Greene County
ACT for Youth partners concluded that, “We're better than we gave ourselves
credit for. [ACT for Youth] didn't just empower youth - it empowered adults. It
enabled the people of this county to see and say, ‘We have assets:” ® ®
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OUTCOME FIVE:
COMMUNITY POLICY
CHANGE

Introduction

One of the most distinguishing features

of the ACT for Youth model is its focus on
community policy change. More than any
other youth development initiative put
forth in recent years, ACT for Youth aimed
to effect positive outcomes for youth by
instituting policy changes reflecting youth
development principles in schools and
local government agencies. For many,

this meant leveraging the networks and
resources within their partnership to affect
attitudes about youth, create improved
systems for collecting community-level
information, creating improved designs
for delivering services, and incorporating
youth development principles and practice
into their area school districts.

Creating lasting community-level change
is a long-term process, requiring sustained
commitment of resources. Research sug-
gests that the time needed to implement
community change is typically ten years in
order to ensure that efforts become institu-
tionalized within the community. To this
end, the ACT for Youth CDPs often served
as the spark for changing the environment
in communities, changing attitudes about
youth, providing training, affecting schools
and government—all of which were neces-
sary precursors to larger, community-level
change.

Summary of Key Trends

For most CDPs, the simple act of creating
and sustaining a community-wide collabo-
ration of partners focused on implement-
ing youth development principles and
practice was in itself the most profound
community policy change. Although CDPs
reported that an understanding of youth
development was present in their commu-

Community Policy Change
Occurs When...

e | ocal funders (such as the
United Way) incorporate youth
development principles into
funding requirements.

e There is increased youth advo-
cacy on political and commu-
nity issues.

e Agencies create opportunities
for young people to present to
school /government commit-
tees.

e There is increased public
understanding and support of
youth development.

¢ Proposed policy changes have
the backing of a diverse and
influential set of stakeholders.

e School and government
groups are educated and
aware of youth development
principles.

nities before ACT for Youth, few said that
they actually had the structures in place to
support moving a youth development agen-
da forward within schools, local govern-
ment, or their own organizations.

Within in the first three years of the initia-
tive, CDPs were already using their newly
formed collaborations to enact a number
of community policy changes within their
communities.

Table 5.1 summarizes these preliminary
strategies as reported from ten of the eleven
CDPs.

Despite challenges both in terms of indi-
vidual CDP understanding of what consti-
tutes a community policy change and the
lengthy process of enacting actual changes
to long-standing community institutions
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TABLE 5.1 NUMBER OF CDPS REPORTING COMMUNITY POLICY

CHANGE ACTIVITIES (2000-2003)

Strategy for Community Policy Change Activity

Identify initial strategies/action plan
Action step cited

Public awareness-raising

Identify policy agenda

Advocating with community policy groups

Establishing new community policy groups
Community policy change(s) accomplished

Youth advocacy

(such as schools and human services agen-
cies) partnerships began to make some
headway into changing the environment
for youth development in their commu-
nities. As a result, a number of common
themes emerged among those CDPs that
were successful in creating youth develop-
ment policy changes among community
institutions.

+ CDPs used their collaborations as a ve-
hicle for expanding the available services
and programs for youth, redefining hu-
man service departments, and creating
new schools that employ youth develop-
ment principles and practice.

+ The ACT for Youth initiative was the
impetus for the creation of other com-
munity partnerships for youth.

+ CDPs employed a number of innovative
strategies for affecting community at-
titudes and outcomes for youth; among
these were training, public education
campaigns, school and community
surveys, and media campaigns.

+ One of the most significant community
policy changes enacted by CDPs was
the creation of new community-level
information systems for youth and their
families.

Number of CDPs Reporting
4

— N NN W W

Understanding the Importance of
Collaboration

One of the most fundamental community
policy changes reported by each of the
eleven CDPs was the creation and/or sup-
port of a collaborative, community-wide
framework aimed at building an infra-
structure for supporting youth-serving
organizations and agencies. The simple act
of bringing together influential community
leaders in order to work together, share
resources, build strategies, and leverage
networks created a lasting change within
each community. CDPs commented that
regardless of whether or not there is avail-
able funding in the future to support the
work they do, the ACT for Youth initiative
created a web of support among schools,
government agencies, and community
nonprofits that will serve them for years

to come. When asked about the impact

of ACT for Youth on the community, one
CDP partner replied that one of the most
tangible outcomes of the initiative was that
it had “united school systems with com-
munity providers, clubs, etc.”, as well as
“opened up the possibility of several potential
community partnerships and collaborations
among other community agencies.”
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Vehicle for Expanding Available
Services/Programs for Youth

One of the most tangible outcomes for
those CDPs that were successful in collab-
orating was the expansion of the number
of available services for youth through-
out their communities. According to the

2005 CDP

Collabora-
“Increased services tion Su.rvey,
for youth are a direct two-thirds
result of an increased of survey
number of community respondents
partnerships that were reported
formed because of ACT that youth
for Youth. These new develop-
partnerships signal a ment
positive community programs
policy change that will in their .
continue to be present community
beyond the life of the developed
initiative.” or expanded

as a result of

collabora-
tion through the ACT for Youth initiative.
Among one CDP the proportion was even
greater—86%. Among those new services
that were expanded as a result of collabo-
ration are summer employment programs,
harm reduction, Girl Scouts troops, faith-
based groups, peer support networks, and
youth violence prevention programming.

One CDP took collaboration strategies
and best practices to other community-
level partnerships in the area. In doing
this, they ensured that the message of the
ACT for Youth initiative was embedded in
other community policy-making institu-
tions, such as school districts. In the case
of this CDP, partners worked to build

the capacity of a coalition of after-school
service providers. Over the course of
several months, they worked with teams of
programs to provide the skills and direct
resources needed to begin the process

of building a common set of policies,
youth development data, and benchmarks

for success. This same CDP used their
knowledge of working collaboratively to
provide training and technical assistance
to a coalition of youth violence prevention
groups. Through training, these groups
were provided with resources that enabled
them to build improved relationships with
neighborhood police precincts, including
a newly created homicide unit. Training
provided through the CDP also provided
this coalition with the tools they needed to
successfully mediate a truce between area
gangs and establish a number of new after-
school recreational programs.

Reducing Duplication within Human
Service Agencies

Increased collaboration also had another
profound, observable effect on community
policy. Over the course of the initiative,
members of two CDPs were faced with

the prospect of redesigning county-level
human services departments. In one CDP,
the need to reduce duplication in service
delivery manifested itself in a county-wide
reorganization of human services. Due to
ACT for Youth’s influence, members of
the redesign team successfully advocated
incorporating key youth development
principles and practices into the county
redesign. This included improved sys-
tems for client referrals between agencies,
incorporation of strengths-based perspec-
tives into programs, reduction of service
duplication, and creation of formal systems
for staff members to share strategies and
best practices. In response to the changes
in her community, one partner said, “I
really think that there is a lot more coverage
in service provision within our county and I
believe this can be attributed to the opportu-
nities created by the ACT for Youth grant.”

Partners felt that this reorganization came
about because there was a countywide
realization, due in part to the work of the
collaborative, that human services were
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being delivered in separate service systems,
or “silos”, resulting in duplicate services
being provided to a number of families.
One partner said, “I mean you had families
that could be in two or three services within
a department and there wasn’t any coordi-
nation between Children’s Services and the
Department of Social Services. There was

a real need to do a better job of integrat-

ing and coordinating our human service
delivery system.” County executives turned
to the work of the county’s ACT for Youth
partnership in the area when formulating
a blueprint for reorganization. The result
was a direct infusion of the youth develop-
ment framework into the agency objec-
tives of the County Department of Family
Services, the Department of Health, and
other related youth-serving community
organizations.

Educational Institutions and a Youth
Development Approach

Schools and school districts provided

rich grounds for enacting community
policy changes through the ACT for Youth
initiative. Throughout the course of the
initiative, schools were notoriously chal-
lenging environments to gain entry to and
maintain a presence in for CDPs. However,
two CDPs took a unique approach to the
idea of integrating youth development into

their area school districts and in the mean-
time generated two of the most significant
institutions for community policy change
to come out of the ACT for Youth initia-
tive.

For one CDP, the challenge of making
headway into their area school district was
compounded by issues of political red tape
and suspicion among educators. Partners,
many of whom were involved with the
area Beacon school, decided to pool their
financial, staff, and training resources to
create a new kind of school—one that
reflected their commitment to implement-
ing a strength-based youth development
perspective in the classroom. A new high
school created by members of this ACT for
Youth CDP opened in Fall 2004 and is the
first of its kind in the borough. Members
feel it plays a significant role in the con-
tinuing effort to bridge the traditionally
divergent realms of school and after-school
time. In conceptualizing the high school,
educators, youth development organiza-
tions, community agencies, and commu-
nity businesses came together to explore
ways to address the disconnect between the
school and the after school environments
in order to offer students a continuous and
complete educational experience rather
than a fragmented one.

Success Story

The Yonkers CDP developed and implemented an alternative school for middle school students
experiencing behavioral and disciplinary problems in their usual school setting. Employing a
youth development approach, the alternative school affords the opportunity for young people
to re-engage with the school setting and then return to their original school.Young people
enter the school as a group, spend the full school day with a team of teachers and seasoned,

community-based youth workers, and participate in a range of academic, cultural, recreational,
and life skills activities. Although most students entered the program at serious risk for drop-
ping out of school, the vast majority returned to the traditional school setting and successfully
re-engaged. According to the ACT for Youth lead agency, over 90% of young people in this high
school successfully mainstreamed back into the public school system. In addition, these youth
built enduring relationships with staff at a community center with deep roots and a long history
of engagement with young people in the community. Indicative of this program’s overwhelm-
ing success, the model was replicated with other groups within the Yonkers school system.
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While many of the CDPs made signifi-
cant strides in working with their exist-

ing school districts to effect community
policy change, these two examples provide
a unique understanding of how new col-
laborations affected community and school
policy. Through their work together as part
of the ACT for Youth initiative, community
and municipal organizations sought new,
innovative strategies for addressing persis-
tent challenges.

Community Level Understanding
of Youth Development

As evidenced by some of the other out-
comes in this report, building a common
language or a common understanding of
youth development practice and principles
was in itself a significant achievement of
the ACT for Youth initiative. For organiza-
tions, building a common language can
lead to increased funding, reduced duplica-
tion of services, and greater staff involve-
ment in youth development activities. For
communities, building a common under-
standing and language of youth develop-
ment practice and principles can have an
even broader effect by changing the ways
that community leaders, school districts,
and municipalities address the needs of
young people. CDPs made inroads to cre-
ate sustainable change in the overall com-
munity climate by building the amount of
information available about the needs of
youth, and having an impact on the way
adults viewed young people as a whole.

* Quality information about outcomes for
youth can be a driving force in creating
public policy that better serves young
people and their families.

+ Survey data that highlights the needs
and existing assets of young people cre-
ates better informed and better serving
schools, educators, and communities.

+ Creating forums to share information
about youth through public education

campaigns, community town halls, and
needs assessments engages community

and business leaders in creating positive
outcomes for youth.

+ Increased information and demonstra-
tion regarding the strengths of young
people was a catalyst for changing com-
munity attitudes and building awareness
about youth development. Intergen-
erational activities, conducted by many
CDPs, can provide the mechanism
through which adults and youth begin to
more fully understand and respect one
another.

+ Information given through community
training and public education campaigns
exposes staff working at human services
agencies to a youth development per-
spective.

+ Most importantly, quality information
or suggestions collected directly from
young people gives adolescents a voice
in creating the kinds of schools and
community institutions that will support
their long-term growth.

Using Survey Data to Inform
Programming for Youth

Opver the course of this initiative, several
CDPs employed surveys as a way of identi-
fying youth assets and community atti-
tudes. Most often, surveys were employed
within area school districts as a way of
garnering additional information about
the relative strengths and needs of young
people. CDPs who utilized this approach
often coupled survey implementation with
large-scale outreach efforts to educators
and school boards. The results were then
shared with the community at large. In-
formation collected through youth surveys
acted as a community catalyst by provid-
ing key school and county officials with
valuable data on how to better advocate or
create improved services and supports for
young people.
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In some cases, survey information acted as
a way of building strong collaborations be-
tween schools and communities. One ACT
for Youth lead agency applied the results
of their county-wide survey as an oppor-
tunity to conduct intensive outreach and
technical assistance with area school dis-
tricts. Over the course of several months,
members of the lead agency and the CDP
worked with school districts to formulate
action plans to address the survey results.
The action plan included several months
of intensive technical assistance to area
schools on how they could use the data

to increase youth-adult partnerships by
strengthening their collaborations across
schools and community organizations. The
completion of this broad-scale community
change effort involved bringing the survey
results and the lessons learned to the entire
community in order to foster a sense of
shared responsibility for creating and
sustaining positive outcomes for youth.
The CDP brought together parents, busi-
ness leaders, community members, and
educators together in a town hall meeting
as a way of collectively establishing the
community’s priorities for fostering youth
development.

Addressing Community Attitudes
through Public Education Events

CDPs worked throughout the initiative to
build community-level understanding of
youth development practices and princi-
ples. The answer for several collaborations
included full-scale community outreach,
including public education campaigns.
These campaigns provided an excellent
vehicle for reaching out to community
members and institutions and educating
them about youth development, while also
engaging young people in the process of
community mobilization.

The different strategies that CDPs em-
ployed for launching public education
campaigns varied according to available
resources, existing networks among CDP
members, connections with the media, and
relative ability to mobilize young people
and community members. Strategies used
for executing public education events in
CDP communities included:

+ An official proclamation naming June
“ACT for Youth Month” four years run-
ning.

+ Creating a media campaign to raise
awareness in the community about
positive youth development and youth
assets.

+ Developing a public service program,
called The Asset Approach, that high-
lights a different community stakeholder
each week, focusing on the work that
person has done in building asset-fo-
cused programming.

+ Running a weeKkly article in local news-
papers that highlights the extraordinary
achievement of an ACT for Youth par-
ticipant.

+ Conducting a series of public education
events aimed at bringing young people
and adults together as a way of creating
an intergenerational space for promot-
ing positive outcomes for youth. In one
CDP, 300 youth and adults gathered to
share their ideas on a number of topics
including domestic abuse, HIV/AIDS,
youth violence, and risky sexual activity.

As one CDP partner commented, “The big-
gest change in our community is to even con-
sider giving youth a voice.” Public education
campaigns that focused on the work of the
ACT for Youth initiative were a way that
CDPs engaged young people’s voices in
creating lasting community policy changes.

64



OUTCOME FIVE: COMMUNITY POLICY CHANGE

Advocating for Community Policy
Changes

With the increasing strength and accep-
tance of youth voice and youth engage-
ment, several community partnerships
recruited and supported young people

in their efforts to challenge and change
institutional policies and practices. Youth in
several ACT for Youth sites challenged at-
tendance policies of their respective school
districts. They asked for more lenient at-
tendance policies to allow young people to
participate in leadership and civic engage-
ment opportunities. In another example,
young people spoke out at a legislative
breakfast for local and regional politicians,
advocating for a rural school district to
open the facility for after-school activities.
The school district had set very strict rules
about not using the grounds and build-
ings for any after-school activities posting
signs of “no trespassing”. They succeeded
in engaging several politicians and school
administrators to take on their cause.

Lessons Learned

The innovative work produced under the
umbrella of this ambitious outcome yielded
some important lessons to inform future
initiatives:

1. Fiveyears is a challenging timeframe
for CDPs to develop exemplary,
sustainable community policy change
within their communities. Many CDPs
witnessed community-level changes
emerging as a result of the work
completed over the past five years.

Evidence collected over the course

of this initiative indicates that equal
amounts of success in the other four
outcome areas are inextricably linked
to advances in community policy
change. Continued support plays an
instrumental role in ensuring current
change efforts become institutional-
ized within the communities.

CDPs benefit from having a clear defi-
nition of community policy change
and benchmarks in place for achiev-
ing that change. In order to achieve
community policy change, CDPs need
clear and achievable steps along the
course of the initiative. These steps or
benchmarks must be clearly defined
for partnerships at the outset of the
initiative, so that CDPs have time to
create strategic plans for addressing
each benchmark and reporting their
success. Setting benchmarks creates
an incremental system that ensures
sustainable structures for promot-

ing youth development practice and
principles within communities.

Community change is dependent on
strong leaders and a lead agency with
a strong base of networks, resources
and understanding of the overall
vision of the initiative. Leadership
matters! Having a strong lead agency
plays a significant and positive role in
involving key community stakehold-
ers. Strong lead agencies and charis-
matic coordinators were also impor-
tant forces in maintaining a strong
vision for the initiative and sharing

Success Story

The Cattaraugus County ACT for Youth initiative sponsored four family resource centers in rural
school districts. One center was very successful in creating many activities and opportunities for
young people and their families. The local school board threatened to close the center in year
four (2003-2004). ACT for Youth partners and young people rallied to save the center.They made
presentations to the school board, talked to the local media, and mobilized many community
members especially parents to come to board meetings.Their efforts were successful in keeping

the center open.
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this vision with other key institutions
(public and private) throughout the
community.

Engage “high-level” community
leaders in the earliest stages of plan-
ning and implementation of the
initiative. Key leadership consists of
community-level officials who balance
a commitment to educating others in
a youth development approach, while
maintaining the political capacity to
generate and accelerate change among
area decision-making entities. Com-
munity leaders have been a significant
force in bringing organizations and
community groups into the ACT for
Youth initiative and in advocating for
the general mission and purpose of
the initiative.

Standardized data collection systems
are crucial for capturing informa-
tion about creating and sustaining
community policy change initiatives.
Standardized data systems across
CDPs and Centers of Excellence are
an important first step in beginning
to collect quality longitudinal data
about community and organizational
change. In order to achieve this, a set
of standardized data tools that include
a mix of quantitative and qualita-
tive information should be employed
across each ACT for Youth site.

CDPs that were successful in creat-
ing sustainable community policy
changes created a place in their col-
laboration for engaging other initia-
tives within their community.

There is a positive correlation be-
tween sustainable community policy
change and CDPs that involved a
diverse array of partners and com-
munity stakeholders. CDPs that were
successful in creating community-
level change recognized the impor-
tance of drawing diverse organizations

into their partnership from a very
early stage in the initiative. A large web
of stakeholders not only allowed for
multiple perspectives on promoting a
community youth development agen-
da but it also gave partnerships the
ability to leverage a considerably larger
networks of individuals throughout
their area. Success for partnerships in
this area meant: they were able provide
youth development training to larger
numbers of community organizations;
they had increased numbers of groups
willing to dedicate resources to the
initiative; they worked to break down
separate, and unconnected service
delivery systems through increased
networking opportunities; and they
could begin to apply for future fund-
ing collaboratively with other youth-
serving agencies in their area.

Schools and educators play an im-
portant role in the process of creating
and sustaining community policy
change. Without question, schools
and educators played a crucial role in
the ACT for Youth initiative. Schools
and educators play an important role
in a young person’s day-to-day life,
especially when it comes to encourag-
ing community involvement, pro-
viding leadership opportunities and
promoting youth development. School
districts play an equally significant
role, promoting similar opportuni-
ties and policy changes for young
people on the community level. For
many partnerships, success in creating
community level policy change came
as a result of forming sustainable and
trusting partnerships with local school
districts. Districts provided fertile
ground for collecting information
about young people’s assets, providing
youth development training for educa-
tors, and creating connections between
community members and ACT for
Youth. ®
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EXEMPLAR: Erie County ACT for Youth

The Erie County ACT for Youth initiative embraced the Search Institute’s asset
framework. Initially, the core partnership, in particular the lead agency Erie

1 BOCES, set out to educate the youth service and education communities
about the developmental asset philosophy.The partnership used a range

of effective strategies to reach out to various sectors, from large-scale train-
ings with well known speakers to one-on-one outreach and education. Key
government and school officials were instrumental in promoting the goal of
transforming Erie County into an asset building community. In the second
year of the initiative, the Erie County Executive signed a proclamation declar-
ing Erie County an asset building community.

The next step was to involve the larger community in asset building. The part-
nership decided to use the Search survey as a mobilization tool.The survey
results provide a snapshot of how young people are doing in the community
at any given time and can be used to engage larger community groups in ac-
tion planning to make improvements in the schools and the community.

The partnership was able to conduct the survey in all school districts in the
county, reaching 50,000 8th and 11th graders.This was not a small undertak-
ing given the diverse economic makeup of the county. Using the format of
town meetings, youth and adult teams started to present the survey findings
to school and community groups. As a result of this effort, new relationships
formed between school and community groups and concrete action plans
were developed and implemented. Additionally, the City of Buffalo school
district and board committed to move this process forward by utilizing survey
results to improve school environment and climate. ® ®
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CONCLUSION

In 2000, the New York State Department
of Health launched the ACT for Youth
initiative in order to promote community-
level change in approaches to preventing
violence, abuse, and risky sexual activity
among youth ages 10-19 by using a positive
youth development strategy. Five years of
this initiative delivered a number of prom-
ising results for communities involved

in the ACT for Youth initiative. Many of
these results point to the critical role that
community partnerships play in laying a
sustainable foundation for youth develop-
ment practices and principles.

The findings discussed throughout this re-
port indicate that the ACT for Youth initia-
tive made significant progress in building
community capacity through cross-sector
partnerships and increased community
attention on adolescent developmental
needs and capacities — two core theoreti-
cal underpinnings of youth development
frameworks (Gambone et al, 2002). The
infrastructure laid in many of the ACT for
Youth communities during these five years
provides the basis for creating long term
change in organizational and community-
level policy and practice. Many of these
changes altered the way key individuals
and institutions regard and treat young
people.

In sum, the ACT for Youth initiative im-
parts a number of overall accomplishments
and lessons:

+ Cross-agency and cross-sector partner-
ships are worthwhile investments, are
critical for stimulating and promot-
ing community change, and are most
successful when supported by strong
leadership within the lead agency, com-
munity, and collaborative entity. The
new and improved cross-sector com-
munity partnerships in place represent
systems working together, many for the

first time. These partnerships were the
essential vehicle driving the initiative at
the community level.

All community partnerships learned a
great deal about positive youth develop-
ment principles and practices and about
how to create sustainable momentum
and change.

All communities strengthened and
created services, opportunities, and sup-
ports that enable youth to transition to
adulthood with increased competencies,
confidence, and positive experiences.

Communities have a broader under-
standing of youth voice and understand
more clearly the activities and mecha-
nisms that allow youth to have voice,
choice and increased responsibilities in
the development of their environment
and lives.

There was substantial progress on
increasing authentic youth engagement
efforts beyond token inclusion of young
people. All sites made progress in view-
ing youth as resources and/or experts,
but high-level youth engagement where
youth are equal partners was a challeng-
ing process for many of the ACT for
Youth CDPs. Similar to the process of
creating sustainable community policy
change, youth engagement represents a
cultural shift away from deeply embed-
ded societal norms of youth-adult inter-
action. This shift requires tenacity and
additional committed resources beyond
the original five year plan.

New positive strategies and relation-
ships emerged with non-traditional and
sometimes hard-to-engage partners such
as schools, justice/law enforcement, par-
ents, and business. Particularly hard-to-
reach constituencies such as education
and law enforcement have made signifi-
cant progress in coming to the table to
understand how environmental con-
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texts effect positive youth development.
There is still room for improvement in
engaging these constituencies, as well as
involving parents and youth; however,
ACT for Youth has broken barriers and
forged new commonalities among these
key stakeholder groups.

+ Furthermore, funder support for positive
youth development initiatives is more
apparent today than when this process
began five years ago. Cross-sector fer-
tilization has occurred: local economic
development, school board, and juvenile
justice plans, as well as other requests
for funding proposals, are more likely to
ask for or require positive, demonstrated
impact for community youth.

Will the ACT for Youth initiative succeed
in reducing risk behavior and increas-

ing positive outcomes for youth in ACT
communities? Ultimately, this question

is unclear. Not only is it very difficult to
measurably alter community social, politi-
cal, and economic topographies; accurately
capturing the nature and extent of change
is something not all scholars agree can be
accurately accomplished (Connell et al,
1995). Nevertheless, although research on
the long-term impact of community-level
initiatives such as ACT for Youth is mixed
(see evaluation of demonstration projects
using the Communities that Care model:
Crow et. al., 2004; Greenberg & Feinberg,
2005), there is a small but growing body of
research (Gambone, Klem, and Connell,
2002) which provides compelling evidence
that when communities nurture youth
through supportive relationships with
adults and peers, provide challenging and
engaging activities and learning experienc-
es, and develop meaningful opportunities
for involvement and membership, commu-
nities can expect to see dramatic improve-
ments in developmental outcomes in late
adolescence and early adulthood.

The findings after five years of ACT for
Youth serve to endorse the promise of
youth development strategies for creat-
ing long-term change. The ACT for Youth
initiative established a solid baseline of
optimism and positive change for commu-
nity-level youth development, which will
ultimately improve healthy outcomes for
young people and their communities in
New York State. ®
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ACT FOR YOUTH REGIONAL
CENTERS OF EXCELLENCE

Background

An overarching goal of the ACT for Youth
initiative, as stated in the original ACT
request for proposals issued in 1998, was

to create a statewide structure for assuring
comprehensive, informed, and effective
strategies to build developmental assets and
prevent risk behaviors in young people. The
Community Development Partnerships
along with two Regional Centers of Excel-
lence (Centers) were the foundation of this
state-wide structure.

The Centers were expected to conduct the
following activities:

+ Develop and sustain relationships with
the CDPs.

* Provide training and technical assistance
to the CDPs and other youth-serving
organizations on such topics as program
and community development, evalua-
tion, and collaboration.

* Provide training and technical assistance
to youth-serving organizations on imple-
menting youth development strategies in
their prevention programs.

+ Create clearinghouses of youth develop-
ment-related resources and materials.

+ Facilitate research on youth development
and prevention topics.

+ Evaluate the impact of the CDPs in their
communities and the impact of the ACT
initiative.

+ Assist the Department of Health in fur-

thering its agenda for young people and
families.

Organizations awarded funding to establish
Centers of Excellence were expected to pos-
sess the following attributes:

+ Knowledge and expertise related to youth
and family issues.

+ Expertise in the integration of social/be-
havioral science and prevention interven-
tions.

+ Expertise in community development,
strategic planning, and outcome evalua-
tion.

+ Ability to facilitate and support collabo-
rations among youth-serving programs
and community stakeholders.

+ Ability to provide training and technical
assistance on all related topics.

Two organizations were awarded fund-

ing to function as ACT for Youth Regional
Centers of Excellence. Mount Sinai School
of Medicine/Adolescent Health Center was
designated the Downstate Center of Excel-
lence and was primarily assigned to work
with the CDPs in Brooklyn, Bronx, Yonkers,
Greene County, and Columbia County.
Cornell University’s Family Life Develop-
ment Center, in conjunction with the Uni-
versity of Rochester Division of Adolescent
Medicine and the New York State Center
for School Safety, was designated the Up-
state Center of Excellence and was assigned
to work primarily with the CDPs in the
Capital District, Otsego County, Onondaga
County, Jefferson County, Cattaraugus
County, and Erie County.

While the Centers’ core responsibilities
and activities as stated in the request for
applications were retained throughout the
initiative, the Centers’ role and influence
expanded from their original conception.
The Centers’ activities are described below
and conclude with a list of key elements of
a successful Center of Excellence.
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Develop and Sustain Relationships
with Community Development
Partnerships

An essential element of the ACT initiative
was the success of the CDPs in bringing
about changes regarding how young people
are viewed and involved in their communi-
ties. A major function of the Centers was to
assist the CDPs in achieving their objec-
tives for community change.

Initially, it was important for the Centers to
establish relationships with the staff of the
agencies leading the CDPs, as well as with
the members of the partnering agencies
and institutions. These relationships were
developed through several means includ-
ing introductory phone calls, face-to-face
meetings with each CDP membership,
on-site training designed to respond to
CDP-specific needs, and the distribution
of materials in response to requests for
information on a variety of topics.

During the initial phase of ACT for Youth,
the Centers worked exclusively with their
assigned CDPs. This arrangement helped
foster the development of relationships
between the Centers and their respective
CDPs. However, over time it became ap-
parent that maintaining strict limitations
regarding CDP assignments meant that

the CDPs were not fully benefiting from
each Center’s particular expertise and
resources. As the initiative progressed, the
Centers had the opportunity to work with
all the CDPs; this allowed the CDPs to

take advantage of each Center’s particular
strengths and areas of expertise. But the
original regional assignment of the Centers
to work with specific CDPs was never com-
pletely erased.

The regional assignment of CDPs to Cen-
ters was an effective method for achiev-
ing the goal of developing and sustaining
relationships among the entities, but it also
created several challenges. The primary
challenge was the lack of consistency in a

number of areas during the CDP develop-
ment stage. This lack of consistency was
manifested in such areas as differences

in the community and youth develop-
ment language used by the two Centers,
differences in the approaches the Centers
employed to train CDPs on conducting
local evaluation, unequal distribution

of training workshops (e.g. topics and
resources), and a general perception that
the ACT initiative was not progressing in a
structured and methodical way.

At the end of the first year of ACT, the
CDP coordinators reported having posi-
tive relationships with the staff from their
respective Centers, however there still was
evidence that more needed to be done to
structure the initiative and the interac-
tion among all the ACT participants. The
identification of the CDPs’ core outcomes
coupled with a series of visits to all the
CDPs by teams of DOH staff and staff
from each Center assisted in bringing a
single purpose and identity to ACT.

Provide Training and Technical
Assistance

The training and technical assistance func-
tion of the Centers of Excellence was one
of the most successful outcomes of the
ACT for Youth Initiative. Simply stated,

the Centers’ capacity to provide training

on youth development and related topics,
was created, expanded, and strengthened
through the ACT initiative. The content
and breadth of the training provided by the
Centers evolved as the initiative progressed.
In addition, the Centers developed a deeper
understanding of the types of training that
would further the goals of the CDPs, as
well as the goals of youth-serving pro-
grams.

During the initial phase of ACT, the
Centers focused their training and tech-
nical assistance services on the needs of
the CDPs. Members of the CDPs were
provided with training on such topics as

72



ACT FOR YOUTH REGIONAL CENTERS OF EXCELLENCE

community organizing and development,
logic modeling, and evaluation strategies
and techniques. The Centers were also very
responsive to CDP requests for training

on specific, locally-identified topics. As
ACT progressed, the Centers expanded the
range of training topics offered to the CDP
memberships to meet emerging and identi-
fied needs. For instance, when it became
apparent that some CDPs were experienc-
ing difficulty attracting schools into their
partnerships, a workshop on approaching
and working with school personnel was
developed and delivered.

CDPs’ concentrated efforts to achieve the
core outcomes of the ACT initiative led
to the development of even more training
workshops. For example, workshops on
fostering youth involvement and creation
of meaningful roles for young people, as-
sessing organizational readiness for youth
development, youth-led evaluation, and
reaching out to the business community
were developed to address the more sophis-
ticated training needs of the CDPs.

Based on annual surveys of the CDP lead
agencies and the review of CDP quarterly
program reports, it was evident that the
Centers responded to training needs that
assisted the CDPs in achieving their goals.
Additionally, the CDP members reported
that their requests for technical assistance
on a wide range of topics were met by the
Centers.

One of the most significant positive
impacts of the Centers was the develop-
ment and delivery of training and technical
assistance to youth-serving organizations.
During the ACT initiative, the Centers
honed their expertise in developing and
delivering training to staff of youth-serving
organizations for the purpose of integrat-
ing youth development principles and
practices into prevention programming.
This expertise was garnered through the
Centers’ work with CDP member agen-
cies and with Department of Health-

funded youth-serving provider groups
(i.e. pregnancy prevention, abstinence,
HIV prevention, and school-based health
centers). The impact of this can best be
demonstrated by the prevention program-
ming being offered by the DOH-funded
provider groups. The Centers delivered
training to each separate provider com-
munity during DOH-sponsored provider
meetings, and to all the provider groups
through regional and statewide workshops.
Through the Centers’ training efforts, in
conjunction with DOH contract require-
ments, the DOH-funded youth-serving
agencies developed and implemented
specific strategies for working with their
program participants in a strength-based,
youth development framework. This
change from a deficit to a strength-based
approach was demonstrated by such
indicators as: 1) increased involvement
of young people in decision-making roles
in the programs, 2) new client assessment
procedures that gather information about
young people’s strengths and interests, and
3) newly developed activities that allow
young people to explore and master new
skills and competencies.

Create Clearinghouses

Both Centers of Excellence successfully
created clearinghouses of youth develop-
ment and related materials. Both Centers
created websites and electronic listservs
in order to foster awareness about ACT
and youth development and respond to
requests for materials and information.

Recently there has been an explosion in the
type and sheer amount of youth develop-
ment materials available on the internet
and elsewhere. Even among this abundance
of resources, the Centers were successful

in creating websites that were specifically
relevant to New York State communities,

as well as to people nationally and interna-
tionally. The websites contain information
about, or links to, all the major sources of
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youth development materials, as well as
access to ACT specific materials created by
the Centers.

Another highly successful aspect of the
Centers of Excellence during the first phase
of ACT was the development and dissemi-
nation of new youth development-related
materials. The Centers were particularly
adept at translating their experiences with
the CDPs and the DOH-funded pro-
vider groups into practical, user-friendly
resource materials. The Centers made
major contributions to the goal of inte-
grating youth development principles into
prevention programming through Center-
developed materials. Regular newslet-

ters focusing on best practices for youth
service practitioners, fact sheets exploring
a range of issues affecting young people,
and a comprehensive resource manual

all enhanced programs’ capacity to work
with young people from a strength-based
perspective.

Facilitate Research

Opportunities for the Centers to facilitate
and conduct research on youth develop-
ment and prevention topics during the
initial phase of ACT were limited. The goal
of facilitating research may not have been
achievable during the initial phase of ACT
given the many priorities intrinsic to the
start of a new, and materially different,
initiative. However, the Centers did launch
several youth development research proj-
ects (supported with other funding) during
the initial phase of ACT. The ACT initia-
tive afforded the Centers an additional
context for examining important research
questions, as well as another platform

for disseminating information about and
results from the research. Some examples
of the research projects undertaken by the
Centers include:

+ Mapping Youth Development Activity in
New York State — to assess the extent and

nature of youth development activities
implemented across the state and docu-
ment statewide patterns on the barriers
and successes communities experienced.

+ Buffalo and Erie County School Con-
nectedness Project — to assess and
improve school environments to enhance
student connectedness and safety.

+ Capacity Building with Community-
based Youth Workers — to examine an ap-
proach to increase the skills and roles of
young people working in a community-
based program setting.

+ Engaging Youth as Research Partners — to
develop an approach to engage young
people as research partners that enhances
youth voice and participation.

* Including Adolescents in Their Own
Health and Mental Health Care — to
describe the integration of youth devel-
opment principles and practices into a
health clinic for at-risk youth.

+ Giving Voice to Clients of Mental Health
Services — to describe how empirical data
gathered in an urban mental health pro-
gram resulted in organizational changes
through a recommitment to youth devel-
opment within the mental health setting.

+ Preventing Self-Injurious Behavior Dur-
ing Adolescence — to examine the rise in
self-injurious behavior during adoles-
cence and develop strategies to prevent
its occurrence.

Based on work with CDPs, the work with
the DOH-funded youth-serving programs,
and the participation on the New York State
Youth Development Team, the Centers were
well positioned to identify and undertake
viable research projects. For instance, the
Centers played an essential role as members
of the New York State Youth Development
team in identifying a set of performance
indicators used to measure youth develop-
ment outcomes.
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The need to validate the effectiveness of the
youth development approach to preventing
or reducing negative risk taking behaviors
among teens is recognized as an essential
element of the ACT initiative. It is antici-
pated that such research will be initiated

in the next cycle of ACT as the Center of
Excellence makes concerted efforts to lever-
age additional funding to examine these
important questions.

Evaluate the Impact of the ACT
Initiative

A major task of the Centers of Excellence
was to assess the success of the CDPs in
achieving their core outcomes. The bulk
of this final report illustrated the Centers’
findings regarding the CDPs accomplish-
ments and the lessons learned through the
first phase of ACT.

The Centers dedicated many resources to
evaluating the CDPs and to assessing the
overall impact of the ACT initiative on fur-
thering the youth development movement
in New York State. The Centers conducted
a thorough review of the CDPs activities,
successes, and challenges and identified
important lessons that will inform the next
ACT funding cycle. In addition to iden-
tifying strategies for improving the com-
munity development component of ACT,
the Centers’ evaluation activities produced
valuable lessons concerning the methodol-
ogies to use and the performance indicators
needed to measure the success of the ACT
for Youth approach to promoting youth
development in New York State.

Assist the Department of Health

The use of a Center of Excellence to sup-
port DOH public health efforts was a new
concept when it was introduced in the ACT
for Youth Request for Applications released
in 1998. In addition to structuring the Cen-
ters’ roles and responsibilities in the initia-
tive, attention also needed to be directed

toward establishing productive working
relationships between the Centers and
DOH (as well as between the two Centers).
These relationships developed over time
and were fostered though regular contact
with the representatives of the Centers.
Staff from DOH and the Centers also peri-
odically met for two-day meetings, during
which the goals and activities of ACT were
discussed in detail and decisions concern-
ing the direction of the initiative were
mutually determined.

The Centers made significant contribu-
tions in assisting the Department of
Health define and further its agenda for
young people. Those contributions are
evidenced in the increased recognition
that the principles of youth development
receive in communities across New York
State, in the change from deficit-based to
strength-based approaches and practices in
the DOH-funded youth serving programs
around the State, and in the national rec-
ognition New York State receives for being
a leader in the implementation of youth
development principles and practices.

The Centers, and individual Center staff
members, were very successful in promot-
ing the ACT initiative and highlighting the
Department’s role in youth development
through their many professional affilia-
tions and relationships with other experts
in the field. Center staff presented at na-
tional conferences, participated in regional
and state symposia, and collaborated with
other national leaders in youth develop-
ment. As a result of these associations

and activities, the Department of Health
received greater recognition as a leader in
promoting the integration of youth devel-
opment principles into health initiatives.

As members of the New York State Youth
Development Team, the Centers played a
vital role furthering the DOH agenda, as
well as the entire State’s agenda for young
people and families. Youth Development
Team members expressed the opinion that
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the Centers brought legitimacy to the ap-
plication of research and to the definition
and development of youth development
principles and practices. The Centers were
perceived as integral members of the Team,
deeply involved in Team activities and in
setting the Team’s direction. Some Team
members expressed the desire for the Cen-
ters to take on a larger role by providing
support to other New York State agencies.

The initial phase of ACT gave an indica-
tion of the value the Centers bring to the
Department of Health. The relationship
with the Centers helped DOH to more
thoroughly make the transition to a
strength-based approach to working with
young people. That transition is happening
not only in the DOH-funded youth pro-
grams, but also in how DOH staff mem-
bers perceive all health-related programs
for young people. It is anticipated that

the foundation built in the initial years of
ACT will result in even greater progress in
promoting a youth development agenda
throughout all communities and service
sectors in New York State.

Key Elements of Successful Center
of Excellence

The initial phase of any new initiative is a
time for encountering challenges and iden-
tifying strategies and activities to improve
program performance. Several valuable
lessons were learned during the first phase
of ACT for Youth about the function and
operation of a Center of Excellence. These
lessons helped to identify the following key
elements of an effective Center of Excel-
lence.

Structure

A successful Center of Excellence cre-

ates a division of labor among staff who
are assigned clearly delineated roles and
responsibilities. Given the many and
varied functions and goals of a Center, it is

imperative that staff are given specific tasks
and areas of responsibility. For instance, a
staff person must be identified as pri-
marily responsible for working with and
responding to the needs of the community
partnerships. This person should be the
main point of contact for the community
partnerships and be in a position to either
directly address the community needs

or access other resources to meet those
needs. Additionally, a Center must em-
ploy staff with experience and expertise in
training, technical assistance, community
development, resource development, use
of technology, evaluation, and research,

as well an in-depth knowledge of positive
youth development. The linchpin position
in a Center is a coordinator who ensures
that all Center functions are fulfilled, and
is expert at identifying the need for and
leveraging other resources to meet emerg-
ing needs. The coordinator is the primary
contact with Department of Health staff
for ongoing and routine communication,
as well as responding to issues as they may
arise. Implied in the need for structure is
the desire for a Center to decrease staff
turnover to the greatest extent possible. As
in any program, the coming and going of
staff disrupts activities and progress toward
meeting initiative goals. Consistent staff is
particularly essential during the start-up
and implementation of a unique initiative
such as ACT for Youth.

Experience from the initial ACT initia-
tive demonstrated the corresponding
need to provide structure to the commu-
nity partnership component of ACT. It is
understood that clearly communicated
expectations, along with planned com-
mon activities to be undertaken by all the
community partnerships, will enhance
the overall structure of the ACT initia-
tive. While it is important to allow each
community to respond to its local needs,
it is equally important to the success of the
ACT initiative to provide clear parameters
for how the partnerships will work with a
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Center of Excellence to achieve their goals.
These parameters will also enable a Center
of Excellence to assign staff and allocate
resources in a planned and effective way.

Consistency

Coupled with the requirement for a clearly
delineated Center structure is the need for
a Center to deliver clear and consistent
information and messages to the com-
munity partnerships. A critical element in
this endeavor is for a Center to establish
effective working relationships with the
community partnerships. In this regard,

it is imperative that each community
partnership understands and experiences
the expertise and assistance a Center can
provide. It is incumbent upon a Center to
be responsive to the needs of each com-
munity partnership without losing sight
of the goals of the entire ACT initiative.
Therefore, a Center must ensure that all
the community partnerships are provided
equal access to the Center’s resources (e.g.
training, technical assistance, etc.). It is
equally important that the Center creates
and uses a common language when com-
municating with the community partner-
ships. A clear understanding among all the
ACT programs about the definition and
the principles of youth development, data
collection requirements, evaluation strate-
gies, community development approaches,
and strategies for achieving the community
partnerships’ core outcomes is key to the
ACT initiative’s overall success.

Comprehensiveness

A Center of Excellence must possess a

core set of capacities and skills to fulfill its
primary functions. In addition, given the
breadth of the responsibilities of a Center
and the wide-ranging issues that potentially
may need to be addressed, a successful
Center must also be in a position to lever-
age an untold number of other resources
and expertise. This ability to leverage other

assistance is enhanced by the internal
resources available within the institution
that houses a Center of Excellence, as well
as the professional and personal relation-
ships a Center’s staff members have with
other institutions and individuals. Experi-
ence from the first phase of ACT illustrated
the importance of possessing the ability

to identify and access additional comple-
mentary resources in order to respond to
emerging issues. For instance, the Centers
of Excellence were able to secure noted
experts in the fields of youth development,
community development, evaluation,
research, adolescent development, youth
voice, and a variety of health and preven-
tion services for young people, to present
at statewide conferences, symposia, and
regional meetings. The ability of the Cen-
ters to enlist the assistance of colleagues
from within their larger institutions, and
through other connections, greatly en-
hanced and expanded the reach and depth
of the ACT initiative. The value of these
additional resources cannot be overstated.
Vision

The youth development movement gener-
ated a great deal of attention and mo-
mentum in New York State and nationally
since the beginning of the ACT for Youth
initiative. There is an ever-increasing body
of research, program experience, policies,
and perspectives about youth development
that is accumulating at a rapid pace. An
effective Center must have the ability to
keep abreast of all the developments and
view them with a critical eye. A successful
Center (and its staff) must have the vision
to anticipate the future direction of the
youth development movement and place
New York State in a position to respond

to changing environments and emerging
needs. This vision requires a Center to be
aware, and have an understanding, of what
is occurring in many arenas including local
community values, statewide and national
policies, research frontiers, youth culture,
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and best practices for service delivery. A
Center must also be responsive to many,
sometimes competing, demands from
multiple sources including the community
partnerships, youth-serving agencies, and
State and private agencies. And ultimately a
Center is responsible to the funding agency
— the Department of Health. Therefore, a
successful Center must possess the experi-
ence and the vision to look at all develop-
ments and issues from the perspective of
how they advance the goals of the ACT for
Youth initiative.

Leadership

The ACT for Youth Centers of Excellence
played an increasingly visible role in New
York State as the ACT for Youth initiative
progressed. In many ways, the Centers
became the “face” of ACT. The title “Center
of Excellence” created a level of expectation
that the Centers increasingly met as ACT
progressed. A successful Center of Excel-
lence must embrace the title and assume an
active leadership role in promoting positive
youth development in New York State. A
Center must constantly review and assess
its operations and services to ensure that it
is, in fact, providing leadership in advanc-
ing the goals of ACT for Youth.

A Center can demonstrate leadership in
numerous ways. Leadership is exhibited
by the Center staff, who demonstrate their
knowledge and expertise in the multiple
facets encompassed in the ACT initiative.
A Center’s ability to collect and effectively
disseminate up-to-date resources on all
aspects of youth development and related
topics is another demonstration of effec-
tive leadership. Identifying emerging and
cutting-edge issues and bringing together
outside resources and experts to address
those issues is another aspect of leadership.

A Center’s leadership in promoting positive
youth development must also take place in
several venues and for different audiences.
At the community level, a Center must be

able to demonstrate to the partnerships
and their participating members its ability
to help them achieve their goals. At the
state level, a Center’s leadership ability
must be exhibited through its membership
and active participation on the NYS Youth
Development Team, for example. Nation-
ally, a Center can take a leadership role in
researching and documenting the positive
impact youth development has on young
people, their families and their communi-
ties. Finally, a Center is expected to take a
leadership role in helping the Department
of Health accomplish its goal of infusing a
strength-based approach in all its funded
youth-serving programs.

There are many opportunities for a Center
of Excellence to be a leader in the youth
development movement. A Center must
consciously and consistently bring together
all its strengths and assets (staff, institu-
tion, relationships, technology, knowledge,
expertise, etc.) to ensure that they enable
and support the Center to assume and
maintain a leadership role.

Conclusion

The ACT for Youth initiative is one com-
ponent of the Department of Health’s in-
vestment in New York State’s young people
and families. ACT for Youth is evidence of
the Department’s commitment to incor-
porating the principles of positive youth
development into its public health agenda.
A critical component in this endeavor

is the concept and reality of a Center of
Excellence. The first phase of the ACT for
Youth initiative demonstrated the value
and the potential of a Center of Excellence
for youth development. Building on the
experiences to date and the recognition of
the key elements of a successful Center of
Excellence, it is anticipated that a Center
will play even a greater role in furthering
the positive youth development movement
in the next ACT for Youth funding cycle.
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Next Steps

As conceived in the original ACT for Youth
request for applications, there would be two
regional Centers of Excellence. Since the
primary goal and function of the Cen-

ters would be to support the Community
Development Partnerships in achieving
their goals, it was thought that having two
Centers (one working with CDPs located
downstate and one working with CDPs
located upstate) would best accomplish this
goal. However, as the initiative progressed
it became apparent that, in some respects,
the existence of two Centers hindered the
initiative.

The presence of two Centers of Excellence
made it difficult to create and maintain

a consistent message to all the parties
involved in the ACT initiative. The presence
of two Centers worked against achieving
the goal of creating a true statewide pres-
ence and the equal distribution of resources
throughout the state. In some respects, the
realization of a “critical mass” of youth
development resources and expertise

was dissipated through the existence of

two Centers. Unavoidable duplication of
services was another by-product of having
two Centers. In addition, the presence of
two Centers of Excellence required a more
complex system for Department of Health
staff to manage and oversee the contracts
with the Centers.

Given the above considerations, the De-
partment of Health decided to support
one statewide Center of Excellence in the
second ACT funding cycle. As described in
the Department’s request for applications,
the second cycle Center of Excellence is
required to maintain a state-wide pres-
ence and serve the entire state. In addition,
in recognition of the Department’s goal

of integrating youth development prin-
ciples and practices into its youth-serving
programs and building on the work started
during the initial phase of ACT, the role,
responsibilities, and activities of the Center

of Excellence would be expanded. This
expanded mission is reflected in the revised
name of the ACT for Youth Center of Ex-
cellence — namely, the Center of Excellence
for the Integration of Youth Development
and Adolescent Programs. ®
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