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Strengthening Positive Youth Development Environments

Collaborations

Research:

Community coalitions and collaborations, also known as multi-sector community groups exist in a variety of forms throughout the state.  In “Multi-Sector Community Collaboration – Assessing the Changing Environment for Extension Work,” members of the Changing Environment Team defined this type of group as “a partnership formed by representatives of at least two sectors (non-profit, private, and public organizations and community members) to solve problems that impact the whole community.”  They found that these groups emerged in response to complex issues that required a new approach, to promote system change, and to enhance the well-being of the community.  


Research from the National Clearinghouse on Families and Youth has found that youth development requires collaboration.  No single community organization can provide all of the services and programs that young people need to become successful adults.  Collaborative planning is needed by youth-serving agencies, other social services and educational institutions, policymakers, community leaders, and young people.  Likewise, the Rite of Passage Experience (www.rope.org/youth/) claims that a community’s belief in collaboration is critical for promoting positive youth development and that by doing so will be more effective at raising healthy children.  In addition, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2003) states in “Preventing Drug Use among Children and Adolescents” that community prevention programs that combine two or more effective programs can be more effective than a single program alone and that community prevention programs that reach populations in multiple settings are most effective when they offer consistent, community-wide messages in each setting.

Larson, Eccles, and Gootman (2004) discuss the importance of integrating the family, school, and community efforts to reach optimum levels of development.  Youth development is facilitated when there is meaningful communication and synergy among the varying settings in young people’s lives and among the adults who are decision-makers in these settings.  If information does not flow freely and the young people’s worlds are all out of touch, there is a greater chance that developmental opportunities will be missed and adolescents will be confused about expectations.  This will leave the “door open” to risky behaviors.  In this sense, the coalition or collaborative effort becomes a safety net for youth and their families.

Finally, Pittman and Zeldin (1995) propose other advantages to approaching positive youth development as a collaborative effort.  Coalitions can build on the strengths of participants.  They allow a wider range of opportunities to be offered to address a wider range of youth needs. Creating partnerships within a community allows the chance for participants to be resources for each other.

Practical Applications:

The National 4-H Council put together a community action guide, entitled “Empowering your Community to Make a Difference” as part of the Health Rocks! curriculum.  They suggest working through the following steps to create successful youth development collaborations in communities:

· Building your team—assemble a group of individuals interested in helping youth and willing to work together on targeted projects.  Ask yourself:  who cares about this issue?  Is anyone already doing work in this area?  Who might be interested in joining in the effort?  Don’t forget to include young people!  Remember to recruit people who have a wide variety of perspectives and even people you might not be sure of, rather than risking missing someone.

· Arrange your initial meeting.  Plan your agenda.  Be sure to assign initial roles, including facilitator, recorder, and timekeeper.  Get to know each other.  Establish ground rules for the group and also help them express their expectations.

· Realize that groups go through a variety of stages, including forming, storming, norming, performing, and transforming/reforming.

· Create a shared vision.  This provides a common purpose and focus, it clarifies what members of the group think can be accomplished, and it provides focus for the action plan.  

· Celebrate your successes!

· Plan a marketing and communications plan.  Figure out who your audience is, develop key message points, and take action on them.

· Make a difference!  As Extension educators, you are in a position to bring a diverse group of individuals together to achieve collaborative success and bring valuable change to your community that can help empower young people to become healthy and productive adults.
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“It really takes a community to raise children, no matter how much money one has.  Nobody can do it well alone.  And it’s the bedrock security of community that our children and we need.”


Marian Wright-Edelman, Mother Jones, 1991








“In order to change lives you have to work on the whole.  As a society, however, we have been working on young people rather than with them.”


Hughes & Curnan, “Community Youth Development:  A  Framework for Action” 








“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world.  Indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.”


Margaret Mead
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