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Youth development organizations have a common com-
mitment to young people’s physical, emotional, and edu-
cational growth and development. A youth-centered
atmosphere where young people feel supported and
empowered by the community distinguishes successful
programs from others that approach programming with-
out considering young people the most important stake-
holders. Programs serve youth best when the environ-
ments in which they function are intentionally inclusive,
multicultural, and systematically nondiscriminatory. A
safe and supportive place in which to develop an
identity and confront the tough issues and extraordinary
pressures of growing up is at the core of youth develop-
ment environments that make a real difference. Some of
the best youth development programs also make the
successful link between volunteerism and positive men-
tal health and support the concept that community ser-
vice is an important component of subsequent civic
engagement.
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The way we speak about young people
reflects our attitudes and guides what youth

development programs and settings can achieve.
As caregivers and educators, our inclination is to
do things “to” youth and “for” youth rather than
“with” youth. The insight of positive youth
development is that young people thrive when
we listen to them, respect them as current con-
tributors, and engage with them in meaningful
investment in the community. Working with
young people, we can dismantle barriers to their
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healthy development, appreciate our similarities and differences, and build a more
just and supportive society.

Defining After-School Settings

The 1990s saw a burgeoning of nationwide and community-wide investments in
programs and services beyond the school day. We created more latchkey children
of elementary school age and built an inadequate system of day care in the 1980s; in
the 1990s, we discovered that young people of middle school and high school age
get in the most trouble during unsupervised hours from 3 p.m. to 8 p.m., and we
generated the modern after-school movement. The After School Corporation in
New York and the Beacons schools in Boston and San Francisco represent efforts
to provide additional positive development in the after-school hours, most often at
or near the school and in cooperation with community-based organizations
(Fiester et al. 2000; Little, DuPree, and Deich 2002; Walker, Grossman, and Raley
2000). Often these programs and services are targeted to enhancing academic
development and achievement, providing secure environments, and supplement-
ing health and social services for students and their families in urban neighbor-
hoods. The initiative of the federal government, 21st Century Community Learn-
ing Centers, encompasses a wide range of approaches with special emphasis on
academic support for low-achieving students and on improving academic perfor-
mance in high-risk urban and rural schools (United States Department of
Education 2003).

The national youth development organizations formed fifty or more years ago
and cooperating through the National Collaboration for Youth—Girl Scouts of the
U.S.A., Boy Scouts of America, Boys and Girls Clubs of America, Girls Incorpo-
rated, Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America, YWCA, YMCA, 4-H, Camp Fire USA,
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American Red Cross, and others—also work with young people during the after-
school hours, on the weekends, and during the summer. For generations, these
organizations have been challenged to attract and retain young people of various
ages (Erickson 1999; Gambone and Arbreton 1997; Nicholson 1992; Pittman
1991). The approaches of these organizations vary widely, but they share attention
to young people’s physical, social, and emotional growth and development; infor-
mal education and skill building; meaningful relationships with nonfamily adults;
and fun. Most of them would argue, and some have demonstrated, that programs
designed for broadly based youth development can have salutary outcomes for
attachment to school and school achievement as well (Gambone and Arbreton
1997; Rhodes and Davis 1996; Roth et al. 1997, 1998; Schinke, Orlandi, and Cole
1992). Milbrey McLaughlin (2000) found a diverse array of youth programs among

As caregivers and educators, our inclination is
to do things “to” youth and “for” youth rather
than “with” youth. . . . Working with young
people, we can dismantle barriers to their

healthy development, appreciate our
similarities and differences, and build

a more just and supportive society.

those that attract and retain young people in high-risk urban neighborhoods—
local “mom and pop” operations, faith-based programs, local affiliates of national
organizations, and more. Looking for programs that young people chose for them-
selves, she found the common characteristics to be youth decision making and
community involvement, a learning environment with committed adults, and con-
sistent reflection on and evaluation of how things were going for the participants.

Recent studies help us distinguish after-school programs that meet the criteria
of youth development from youth programs with different or less ambitious goals,
and in turn identify the critical aspects of youth development programming that
work to support the healthy development of young people. In a meta-analysis of
programs shown to have successful outcomes for youth, Roth and Brooks-Gunn
(2003) defined five Cs of youth development—competence, confidence, connec-
tions, character, and caring—an expansion and adaptation of the five Cs earlier
proposed by Pittman, Irby, and Ferber (2000). Roth and Brooks-Gunn concluded
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that the atmosphere, an environment where youth feel supported and empowered,
distinguishes successful youth development programs from other successful pro-
grams for youth. A youth-centered approach also distinguishes the programs found
to have positive youth development and academic outcomes through experimental
and quasi-experimental evaluations of after-school programs, as reported to the
Harvard Family Research Project (2001, 2002, 2003). Interestingly, a rigorous
study conducted by Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (United States Depart-
ment of Education 2003) of the 21st Century Community Learning Centers has so
far failed to find positive outcomes of middle school programs on academic
achievement, feelings of safety, or whether students thought they were better able
to plan, set goals, or work with a team. As described in the study, the targeted
outcomes were much more academic improvement than comprehensive youth
development.

Among the ways youth development programs produce short- and long-term
benefits for the young people who participate are six Cs: providing a primary or
secondary support system (connections), helping them develop a positive identity
(confidence) and a sense of belonging (caring), helping them develop skills and
resources for choosing healthy options over risky ones (competence), creating
vehicles through which to give back to the community (contribution), and encour-
aging a sense of responsibility for oneself and others (character).

Living in the Real World

Young people in the United States live in stressful times and places. Best prac-
tice in youth programming helps them prepare for and function effectively in their
real world. Well-trained, experienced program staff of youth development organi-
zations tune into the lives of the young people with whom they work—both the
shared school and community circumstances of the group and the home and family
situations of individual participants. For many young people, the after-school pro-
gram supplements positive development at home and at school; for others, the
after-school program provides a primary support system that can ameliorate stress-
ors they experience in these other settings. The youth-development professional or
volunteer leads from behind—imparting helpful skills, introducing new resources,
facilitating a plan to bring about change in stressful situations. The young person is
the decision maker, the agent of her or his own present and future (Clinton 2002;
Cohen and Blanc 1996; Rhodes and Davis 1996; Sullivan 1996).

Young people in the best of circumstances contend with busy schedules and
competing demands. Early research by Simmons and Blyth (1987) indicated that
change itself is a source of stress for middle-school-age youth. Middle schools and
junior high schools, with their larger sizes, more complex schedules, and less nur-
turing atmospheres, create stress (Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development
1996) that often is compounded, especially for girls, when the physical and emo-
tional changes of puberty occur at the time of school transitions (Petersen and
Crockett 1985; Schine 1989; Simmons and Blyth 1987). More recent research sug-
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gests that the majority of students report significant discomfort at school from gen-
der stereotyping, sexual harassment, and cliquishness (Astor, Meyer, and Behre
1999; Harris Interactive 2000; Nicholson, Weiss, and Lane 1996). A significant
minority of students say they do not feel safe at school, and many report wanting to
stay home from school because of danger or hostility (Markow 2003). The areas
that are not “owned” by adults often are left to the most aggressive students or to
strangers so that students report feeling vulnerable in cafeterias, hallways, stair-
wells, parking lots, and gyms (Astor, Meyer, and Behre 1999; Wolfe 2001). Experts
argue that school administrators are responsible for establishing a positive learning
environment, one in which all students feel safe and respected. Often students
respond that teachers, who in their elementary days cared for and protected them,
consider students the problem and fail to intervene (MacDonald 1997).

Excellent youth development programs create an atmosphere where the partic-
ipants feel physically and emotionally safe in approaching the program setting and
participating there. Adults listen; young people are respectful of themselves, one
another, and adults; and the program is youth centered and youth directed
(Nicholson and Maschino 2001). The sense of “belonging” somewhere, especially
among a group of peers, is developmentally vital (Lipsitz 1980), and some youth
development programs provide such an anchor for many participants (Gambone
and Arbreton 1997; Gambone, Klem, and Connell 2002).

Finding the Real “Me” with
Youth-Development Support

Developing a positive identity is especially challenging for young people who
are marginalized in U.S. society; thus, the youth development program may be
more important for some groups of youth than for others. Psychologist Beverly
Daniel Tatum (1997), in her aptly titled book Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting
Together in the Cafeteria? noted the importance of racial-identity development
and the omission of racial and ethnic identity theory from the education of most
psychologists and educators. Tatum argues that it is essential for black young peo-
ple to learn positive cultural images and messages outside the usual black/white
paradigm, to critique and reject negative stereotypes learned from the dominant
white culture, and to find adults who acknowledge, rather than brush off, the per-
nicious emotional impact of racist encounters. As a group, girls entering adoles-
cence seek affirmation from adults and peers who know enough not to trivialize
their concerns, equate them with the way they look, mistake them for the television
and movie characters in popular culture, or treat them as all alike (Brown and
Gilligan 1992; Mazzarella and Pecora 1999; Ward 1996). Boys entering adoles-
cence can use the support of adults who understand the social costs and risk of
death from backing down, the pressure to be aggressively masculine in a homopho-
bic culture (Creighton and Kivel 1992; Prothrow-Stith and Weissman 1993), and
the need to find the way to combine academic talent and motivation with fitting in
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among peers (Prothrow-Stith and Weissman 1993; Spencer and Dornbusch 1990).
The messages in the best youth-development settings affirm each young person
both individually and culturally (Fund for the City of New York 1998; Girls Incor-
porated 1993; Pittman 1991). At a minimum, the youth-development context can
be an oasis from slurs about race, ethnicity, religion, gender, sexuality and sexual
identity, home language, body size and shape, and other common forms of discrim-
ination against young people (Chang 2000). At best, the youth-development con-
text provides a safe and supportive space within which to develop an identity—
influenced by the who, what, when, where, and how of one’s contemporary
existence—as a person separate from these influences and become whole.

Schools and youth programs serve youth best when these settings are self-
consciously inclusive and systematically nondiscriminatory. For most public
schools, the setting is mixed sex, and for many, it is multicultural. Multicultural,
mixed-sex youth programs can be created to be transformational—to address with
young people their similarities and differences, their power struggles and anger,
their pride and yearnings, their suggestions for improvement—expanding the
potential for peace and for the well-being of each of them.

Youth development programs, unlike most public schools, have the option of
providing a culturally specific haven to girls and young women; or black and Afri-
can American young people; or Spanish-speaking, first-generation youth from
Mexico; or gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, and questioning young people. Pre-
liminary studies and anecdotal evidence suggest that these specially crafted set-
tings in which young people have time away from being “other” can help them
develop their sense of confidence and competence—a sense that stays with them
in the larger world. However, little research compares and contrasts the effective-
ness of mixed versus culturally specific groupings in helping young people develop
healthy identities in a society fraught with forms of discrimination.

Options and Skills Lead to
Confidence and Competence

Youth development programs provide important opportunities for learning new
skills and working out problems and issues. The more comprehensive of them
strive to expand the options and support the aspirations of all their participants. As
such, youth development programs join families and schools in having responsibil-
ity for the success of each new generation.

Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics—
becoming an insider

The National Science Foundation (NSF) (2000), the American Association for
the Advancement of Science, the National Council for Research on Women, and
many other groups continue to document the underrepresentation of key groups
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in education and careers in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics
(STEM) (Thom 2001). The discriminatory pattern of tracking students into voca-
tional, general, and college preparatory tracks has declined officially over the years,
but scholars still find that students of color, girls and women, and students with dis-
abilities often are steered out of STEM coursework and career paths (Coley 2001;
National Science Foundation 2000; Oakes 1990). Since about 1985, a host of pro-
grams to encourage young people to stay in science and technology, mathematics
and computers, have been developed and offered in the after-school hours. Many
of these have been supported by NSF and targeted to underrepresented groups
with the goal of greater equity in STEM fields. The best of these programs have as a

Developing a positive identity is especially
challenging for young people who are
marginalized in U.S. society; thus, the
youth development program may be
more important for some groups of

youth than for others.

goal making young people feel as if they are scientific and technical insiders—
clever practitioners who could choose a STEM career. Clewell (2000) reported
that nineteen of twenty-two credible program evaluations supported by the NSF
Program for Women and Girls showed positive change in some or all of the follow-
ing: interest in STEM study, STEM career plans, more STEM courses, and mas-
tery of STEM content. Nicholson, Weiss, and Campbell (1994) reported that dis-
covery programs, science camps, and career programs offered by community-
based organizations have promise in increasing the number of scientific insiders,
based on a variety of evaluations from rigorous to informal.

Creative self-expression and discipline through the arts

With programs in music, art, and drama being eliminated at schools as policy
makers insist on academic achievement in the three Rs, after-school and summer
programs in the arts foster creative expression, discipline, and cultural understand-
ing for millions of young people. After-school arts programs are offered at many
levels so that young people who want to dabble can sing for fun, draw or paint what-
ever they like, and move their bodies to any style of music. More structured pro-
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grams with appropriately trained professionals connect creative expression to
emotional health, helping young people release tension and explore their individu-
ality through music, drama, dance, and visual arts. Young people often report that
their experiences in the arts are among the most meaningful components of their
after-school experience. Though arts programs are scarce in the compendia of rig-
orously evaluated youth development programs, Arts in Education, a consortium
of arts programs in Washington State, reports increased arts skills and higher test
scores for students who participated (National Governors Association Center for
Best Practices 2002).

Educational and career development

Many youth development programs increase participants’ sense of entitlement
to higher education by offering college visits, programs on college campuses, prep-
aration for standardized tests, help with college applications, college scholarships,
and other direct supports for students who might otherwise fall or be pushed out of
the pathway to higher education. Such career and educational development pro-
grams figure prominently among the more than one hundred programs found by
the American Youth Policy Forum (1997) and James and Jurich (1999) to have pos-
itive outcomes for youth in independent evaluations of their effectiveness.

Promoting Physical and Emotional Health
through Positive Behavior

For many young people, it is through youth development programs that they
can examine and avoid risks to their health and safety. The Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that six categories of behavior that are
almost entirely preventable account for 70 percent of mortality and morbidity in
adolescents (Kann et al. 1995). The risks of intentional and unintentional injury,
alcohol and drug abuse, sexual behaviors that cause sexually transmitted infections
and unintended pregnancy, tobacco use, inadequate physical activity, and dietary
patterns that cause disease are hallmarks of the adolescent age group. Moreover,
the risks tend to aggregate for some groups of young people more than for others
and to occur together in the same young person. From federally supported studies
and surveys (Blum and Rinehart 1997; Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion 2002; Elliott and Morse 1989; Jessor, Donovan, and Costa 1994; Louis Harris
and Associates 1997; National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse at
Columbia University 2003), we know that young people who use harmful sub-
stances are more likely to be depressed, to be sexually active, and to associate with
peers who engage in these behaviors. Young people with physical, emotional, or
learning disabilities are more likely to experience a sense of isolation and to resort
to risky behaviors and friends. Poverty, neighborhood violence, and family stress
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increase the likelihood that young people will find it difficult to cope and thus will
resort to risky behaviors and risk-prone peers.

The National Research Council and Institute of Medicine Board on Children,
Youth and Families (Kipke 1999) reported that as a result of the finding that ado-
lescent health risks are behavioral and preventable, the medical model applied to
adolescents has shifted from the “disease” model of diagnosis and treatment to a
health-promotion model that screens for psychosocial and behavioral risk factors
and attempts to prevent youth from engaging in risk behaviors. Yet the health care
system in nearly every community falls far short of providing the needed supports
and services for successful health promotion of many or most of its adolescents.
Many youth development programs specifically adopt the health-promotion
model: they sponsor opportunities that promote fitness and help young people
analyze and avoid risk behaviors.

Health and fitness through after-school sports

After-school sports offer millions of young people the chance for fitness and ath-
letic participation that is being reduced in many middle and high schools. Sports
and athletic programs that are carefully designed and implemented by well-trained
adults can foster physical, social, and emotional development: practice in coopera-
tion and teamwork as well as competition, winning and losing; an increase in physi-
cal fitness and the self-control and discipline that create it; a sense of achievement
from hard work and persistence; and even the ethics of knowing and abiding by the
rules. Excellent sports and fitness programs are sponsored by religious organiza-
tions, sports governing bodies, and parks and recreation departments of local gov-
ernments, as well as the national voluntary youth organizations and well-known
single-sport organizations. As with any youth program, poor training or distorted
values on the part of adults can undermine rather than support healthy develop-
ment. A recent guide to gender-fair sports also reflects the best sports’ values of
teamwork, fairness, and mutual respect (WFD Inc. 2000). The Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention (2002) reported that 55 percent of all students and 50
percent of girls in grades nine to twelve played on sports teams during the year pre-
ceding the survey. Compared with female nonathletes, young women who play
sports are less likely to smoke cigarettes regularly, less likely ever to have used alco-
hol, more likely to have a positive body image (K. E. Miller et al. 2000), less likely to
be sexually active, more likely to use birth control if they do have sexual
intercourse, and half as likely to become pregnant (Women’s Sports Foundation
1998).

Prevention as part of youth development

Several reviews of substance abuse prevention programs (Blake et al. 2001; Shin
2001) have found some efficacy in programs that use social influence theory,
emphasize short-term negative effects of substance use, build resistance skills and
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motivation, encourage clear communication, and involve positive peer groups and
role models. DARE (Drug Abuse Resistance Education) and other programs
where adults convey strong warnings, as well as approaches that focus on knowl-
edge or general social development rather than substance-use behavior, have been
found to be less effective (Shin 2001).

Good news about the larger numbers of young people postponing heterosexual
intercourse until later in high school and about the smaller number of pregnancies,
births, and abortions among teenagers is countered by alarming figures about the
numbers of cases of sexually transmitted infections, new levels of HIV infection
among adolescents, and the substitution of oral and anal sex for vaginal sex in mis-
understanding of risks (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2002; Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of HIV/AIDS Prevention 2001; Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention, Division of STD Prevention 2001; Henry
J. Kaiser Family Foundation 1999). To date, the research on preventing early and
unintended sexual involvement, early pregnancy, and sexually transmitted infec-
tions indicates effective programs use a comprehensive approach that provides
medically accurate information including contraception and disease prevention,
skills and support for resisting sexual pressure, and opportunities to work through
the situations young people actually face in deciding about sexual involvement
(Kipke 1999; Kirby 2001).

Growing bodies, body image, and eating

In a society obsessed with the way girls and women look, and increasingly with
the way boys and men look, it is little wonder that issues of body size and shape are a
serious factor in the lives of nearly every adolescent. The cultural pressures on
women to be thin, reflected in magazines and advertising for girls as young as nine,
raise concerns about the prevalence of anorexia and bulimia, especially among
middle-class white girls and young women (Brumberg 1989; Kilbourne 1999;
Signorella 1987; Steiner-Adair 1989). More recently, researchers have found that
African American and black, and Latina girls and young women, also say they are
concerned about their weight and dieting (Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention 2002; L. Johnston, O’Malley, and Bachman 2000; M. Miller and
Pumariega 2001). Medical researchers are concerned about a female athlete triad
in which young women who are athletes severely restrict caloric intake with result-
ing amenorrhea (not menstruating) and osteoporosis (loss of bone density). The
concern about young women and thinness often is approached in youth develop-
ment programs through media literacy (engaging girls in exploring who establishes
and who benefits from contemporary skinny images, techniques for making people
seem slimmer through photography, links between thinness and harmful behav-
iors such as smoking and taking stimulants). There is some evidence that the mes-
sage of health over beauty-as-thinness is taking hold among girls and young women
today.

At the same time, the finding of a presidential commission spearheaded the
national attention to an epidemic of obesity among U.S. children and youth, espe-
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cially those in poor communities and families. The combination of lack of exercise
and high-calorie, high-saturated-fat diets leaves one in ten young people over-
weight or obese (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2002; Dietz 1996;
Lefrancois 1999). Boys are somewhat more likely to be obese; girls are more likely
to think they are obese when their weight is normal. The stigma of obesity in our
society is likely to impede the educational and career progress, as well as the imme-
diate and long-term health, of young people who are seriously overweight. Cer-
tainly, obese young people encounter daily taunting and often are socially isolated.

Young people stand to benefit from programs that engage them in their own
experiments to see if a balance of healthy diet, sleep, and exercise makes them feel
better, participate more enthusiastically, and win more often at their favorite com-
petitive activities. One school-based program called Eat Well and Keep Moving
showed positive effects among urban minority youth in helping them reduce calo-
ries, eat more fruits and vegetables, and reduce the fat in their diets (Gortmaker et
al. 1999). Many youth development organizations offer young people opportuni-
ties to be active, to learn about nutrition and health, and to gain rewards for a
healthy lifestyle.

Changing the Rules—Not Just Living by Them

Many years ago, researchers (e.g., Lefstein et al. 1982) and program developers
(e.g., Harrington and Schine 1989; Schine 1989) concluded that by middle school,
young people resent being exclusively recipients of adult attention. Instead, young
people are ready to contribute their time and talent to making the lives of others
better. Several types of youth development programs respond to young people’s
need to think of themselves as part of the solution, not always the problem.

Volunteering and service learning

Independent Sector, the umbrella organization for the nonprofit sector in its
broadest manifestation, commissioned studies in 1992 and 1996 of teens as volun-
teers (Hodgkinson and Weitzman 1997). A surprising 59 percent of teenagers
twelve to seventeen years of age volunteered in 1996. Several types of events in
childhood fostered volunteering during the teenage years. More than 75 percent of
youth volunteered in the past year if they reported any of the following in their
childhood: volunteer work, being active in student government, being active in a
religious organization, belonging to a youth group, or interestingly, being seriously
ill as a youth (Hodgkinson and Weitzman).

The link between altruism and volunteerism on one hand and the positive men-
tal health of young people on the other hand has been recognized in youth develop-
ment for decades. Service learning in both school and out-of-school programs is
increasingly popular, perhaps because the vitality of young people so engaged is
palpable (American Youth Policy Forum 1997; Gambone, Klem, and Connell
2002; James and Jurich 1999). Extensive studies of the Teen Outreach Program,
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which combines group mentoring, community service, and some attention to sexu-
ality and pregnancy prevention, support the concept of community service as key
to positive outcomes for high school students, in this case reducing adolescent
pregnancy (Allen et al. 1997). In continuing research on high school students from
two Catholic high schools, Youniss, McLellan, and Mazer (2001) concluded that
young people civically engaged are developing a lasting social identity and learning
to check themselves against society’s norms, whether consciously or not. They find
that the effects of strong social connection from high school civic engagement
show up in the responses of these adults compared with their nonparticipating

Several types of youth development programs
respond to young people’s need to think of

themselves as part of the solution,
not always the problem.

peers in surveys fifteen years later. Gambone, Klem, and Connell made a projec-
tion, using two Michigan databases developed by Jacquelynne Eccles, that mean-
ingful involvement in decision making during their youthful years could nearly
double the proportion of young people in a community with positive developmen-
tal pathways.

From participant to role model and staff member

Nearly every youth organization that serves adolescents as well as children has a
formal or informal program for teens as junior leaders, counselors in training, or
paid youth workers. Children look up to their near peers and see them as plausible
role models—people from the neighborhood who know the score. The older youth
often take pride in passing on their skills and the youth development organization’s
values and traditions in their leadership roles. For most of these older youth, it is
gratifying to know they are trusted with responsibility for younger participants; for
some, it becomes a career path into teaching, coaching, or professional youth work.

Mapping and improving the community

In several urban areas, the Center for Youth Development and Policy Research
(n.d.) has worked with young people to map the resources for youth in their com-
munities, in the process galvanizing the attention of both youth and adults in the
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community to the issues, resources, and gaps. The YouthMappers gain skills in
interviewing, critical thinking, and community needs assessment, while creating
opportunities for the adults in the community to treat young people with respect
rather than fear. In general, young people are eager to help, but they also readily
distinguish between opportunities to contribute and instances of made work or
exploitation of their labor. For the opportunities to be meaningful, young people
need to feel included in planning and decision making, not just in carrying out adult
directives (e.g., Gambone and Arbreton 1997; Roth and Brooks-Gunn 2003). As
noted above, young people often go beyond contributing to the organization or
community to analyze and attempt to change the status quo—to change the rules
and improve the situation for themselves and for others. This form of civic engage-
ment turns much “character education” on its head by having the young people
teach adults how to improve democratic institutions (e.g., A. Johnston 1997).

Youth as People and What We Know
about Best Practice in Youth Development

Overall, the evidence is mounting that well-designed, well-implemented,
youth-centered programs that consciously use a youth-development model have
positive outcomes for both the young people who participate and the communities
that sponsor them. Rigorous quantitative studies, expensive as they are, neverthe-
less allow us to tease out effective strategies and best practices. Qualitative studies
allow us to hear young people’s voices about the programs they choose and what
works for them. Still very scarce are studies that compare and contrast the struc-
tures and settings through which youth development programs are offered—
school based or community based, single sex or mixed sex, multicultural or cultur-
ally focused—despite the fact that the environment or atmosphere emerges as a
crucial aspect of effective programs. The best programs help young people
become competent, confident, caring, and connected citizens who contribute to
the community and demonstrate responsibility and strong character. The best pro-
grams take into account the particular challenges young people face and engage
with them as change agents—designing and implementing solutions for
themselves and their communities.
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