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Strengthening Positive Youth Development Environments


There is growing recognition of the important role multi-sector community efforts can play in supporting the positive development of youth. This resource is designed to help Extension educators build organizational capacity and define their role in the community. It will assist Extension educators to help community members, families, youth, parents, schools, community organizations, elected officials and all county residents understand the critical elements of positive youth development and the role each person plays in creating a positive environment for young people. 
Extension educators may use the presentations with county boards, community organizations or   4-H Leaders groups. The teaching activities might be used with 4-H Ambassadors, school AODA staff or County Extension Education committees. The research background may assist an Extension educator to develop sound plans and initiatives that are based on current research on positive youth development. The CD allows each agent to adapt the presentations and teaching outlines to meet county needs.

There are numerous research studies that show the importance of supportive communities in the positive development of young people. The biennial report of youth risk behavior shows that students who have supportive families and communities are better at avoiding activities that can threaten their education and their future (Wisconsin DPI Youth Risk Behavior Survey). The Administration for Children and Families states that when young people are nurtured by caring adults, are given opportunities to develop skills, and are actively engaged in community activities, they become valuable contributors to the quality of community life.  In addition, as young people gain confidence and skills, they are able to make positive choices (Positive Youth Development, Administration for Children & Families, 2002).
The 2002 National 4-H Conversation results support broad-based community efforts to address youth issues. The five top initiatives from the National Conversation include: 1) Establish safe places and environments for youth to convene and have positive learning and socializing experiences, 2) Increase the visibility of positive youth development experiences so that such opportunities continue to grow, 3) Promote positive youth activities and learning experiences, 4) Encourage parents to increase their involvement with their children, and 5) Ensure access to youth programs and educational opportunities for all youth, building respect and tolerance for others (National 4-H Conversation, 2002).

In the 2003-4 UW-Extension program planning process in Wisconsin, many counties echoed these same thoughts regarding positive youth development and coordinated community efforts. Twenty-four counties identified the need for coalition or community group work to provide positive opportunities for youth. An additional five counties identified the need for positive family or recreational opportunities as a priority in their county. Other Wisconsin counties identified outcomes related to these positive youth development community efforts, including sixteen that emphasized youth making healthy choices and six that identified youth feeling valued as priorities in their counties. 

There are many different roles that Extension educators can fill to help communities develop and implement effective community-level strategies to support young people. 

► Extension can leverage expertise in conducting local research to identify problems, facilitating group planning processes, and providing policy education to promote the development and well-being of children (Trends Analysis 2003 – Community Building on Behalf of Children, Youth and Families, UW-Extension).

► Extension can promote the research-based features of settings that support positive youth development: physical and psychological safety; appropriate structure; supportive relationships; opportunities to belong; positive social norms; support for efficacy and mattering; opportunities for skill building; integration of family, school and community efforts (Community Programs to Promote Youth Development, National Research Council, 2002).

► Extension can assist in the development and implementation of broad-based community collaborations that provide the foundations for successful, interdisciplinary programs for youth (Trends Analysis 2003 – Community building on behalf of children, youth and families, UW- Extension).
► Extension educators can expand their educational role to reach parents, schools, county and community leaders and a variety of community organizations with relevant youth development research and strategies.

► Extension educators can provide the leadership, vision and support that multi-sector community groups need to effectively deal with community youth issues (Multi-Sector Community Collaboration – Assessing the Changing Environment for Extension Work, UW-Extension, 2003).
Young people can be Wisconsin’s most valuable resource or its greatest problem. By strengthening community environments for youth, UW-Extension can play an important role in ensuring that youth continue to be one of Wisconsin’s greatest resources. 
This resource will benefit no one if it sits on a shelf. It needs to have dog-eared pages, written comments, county specific adaptations and other signs of use. We look forward to requests for updates and changes as this resource is used and re-used.
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