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Strengthening Positive Youth Development Environments

Healthy Choices

Research:

Improving the Health of Adolescents and Young Adults:  A Guide for States and Communities (CDC, 2004) points out the importance of young people making healthy choices in its preface:  “No longer children and not yet adults, adolescents make significant choices about their health and develop attitudes and health practices that continue into adulthood.  In this period of exploration, adolescents also consciously start to make choices about their future and develop ideas about their roles in society.  Adolescence thus represents an opportunity to encourage healthy choices and pro-social behaviors.  In creating safe and nurturing environments for today’s adolescents – environments that build assets while minimizing opportunities for behaviors that endanger health and safety – we can help ensure that tomorrow’s adults will be healthy and productive”.

What types of choices are youth faced with?  The Wisconsin 2003 Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) identifies risk behaviors in young people that contribute to the leading causes of death among youth aged 10-24.  Among these risk behaviors are unintentional injuries and violence, alcohol and other drug use, sexual behaviors, tobacco use, dietary behaviors, physical activity, and being overweight.  The National Initiative to Improve Adolescent Health by the Year 2010 (developed out of the Healthy People 2010) identifies 21 critical health issues for young people that fall under the broad categories of unintentional injury, violence, substance use and mental health, reproductive health, and chronic disease. 

Eccles and Gootman (2002) explain that the positive youth development approach to helping youth make healthy choices focuses on young people as collections of assets and opportunities, emphasizing positive growth and development, and not addressing specific individual problems. There are, however, occasions when focused help in steering clear of specific obstacles may be necessary. 

Joyce Fetro views effective programs as ones that are based on the idea that young people need “generic skills to use in real-life situations where they are confronted with making health-related situations” (Fetro, 2002: 2).  She goes on to explain that effective programs that address health issues have the following essential elements:  theory-based and research driven, provide functional knowledge, examine perceptions of risk and harmfulness, focus on short-term social consequences, address internal and external influences, correct misperceptions of social norms, address developmental needs of youth, build personal and social competence, systematically incorporate the use of peer leaders, and involve adult role-models and mentors. 

Most research agrees that there is not one magic program to address all of these issues for youth.  Rather, adolescents, families, schools, the faith community, businesses, the juvenile justice system, media, youth-serving organizations, and others can all play a role in ensuring that adolescents receive the support they need for healthy development. These supports are most effective when provided as a joint effort.
Practical Applications:

Many communities across Wisconsin have chosen to gain information and insights into the youth around them through needs assessments and coalition building.  The coalition must first decide how the information from the needs assessment will be used and how it will address issues identified assessments.  Through this examination, strategies and challenges emerge in responding to the health issue.  It is also important at this phase to look at the points where programming can be done most effectively and realistically given the influence of individual/family, school/peers, community, and policy/society.  Coalitions must be prepared to prioritize the strategies that develop while respecting the community and their local priorities.

An Eat Right Coalition is one example of how this process works.  People interested in this topic are invited to come to the table, receive information on local statistics and best practice findings, and think of ways to best approach the issue on a local level.  At the individual level, they may find a need for free local community nutrition and cooking classes.  At school, sodas and snacks devoid of nutritious value other than calories could be prohibited.  At the community level, community gardens could be developed or local physicians and health care workers could be provided with ready made materials on nutrition and physical activity to give to their patients.  From the list of ideas, several may then be selected to be the focus of the group.  The organization, mission, and vision of the group can then develop around that focus (CDC, 2004). 
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“It is confidence in our bodies, minds and spirits that allows us to keep looking for new adventures, new directions to grow in, and new lessons to learn - which is what life is all about.” 


� HYPERLINK "http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Oprah_Winfrey/" �Oprah Winfrey�, Oprah Magazine, May 2004�
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