[image: image8.png]18 USC 707





Frameworks for Youth Development: Research and Planning

Matt Calvert

University of Wisconsin-Extension

4-H Youth Development Specialist




Purpose

As 4-H Youth Development staff work within communities, whether in a club, program, coalition, or other setting, to promote youth development, they face many choices as they identify youth needs and opportunities to develop youth programs. Practice and research have evolved and staff face complexity and competing approaches. While 4-H Youth Development has long focused on life skill development and more recently on positive youth development and community youth development, other community members may focus primarily on prevention, for example.

This section is intended to define the intent, strengths, and limitations of three approaches: positive youth development, prevention, and education/life skills development. It gives 4-H Youth Development staff some tools they need to guide communities to choices that promote good youth development outcomes in their local contexts.

Three Research and Practice Models

I. Positive Youth Development

Positive youth development focuses on creating environmental conditions for youth to attain mature social roles and fulfill their individual potential. Communities and programs can intentionally create positive youth development environments by providing opportunities, choices, relationships, and supports. This process allows youth development to take place as young people participate fully in families, peer groups, schools, neighborhoods, and communities.
While individual programs provide youth development opportunities, the full-range of supports that enable young people to thrive are most effective when entire communities are engaged in creating a continuum of opportunities. Since young people play an active role in shaping their own development through their patterns of engagement and building relationships, providing avenues to involve young people themselves in creating programs and making choices supports positive youth development.

In contrast to prevention approaches, these initiatives emphasize the promotion of positive development and the conditions that contribute to youth health and well
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being. They emphasize that simply preventing problems is not enough to prepare youth for adulthood. Rather, positive youth development offers a unifying philosophy characterized by a positive, assetbuilding orientation that builds on strengths rather than categorizing youth according to their deficits.  

Consider the phrase: “4-H is a community of young people across America who are learning leadership, citizenship and life skills.” This proposes a broad purpose that allows for multiple youth development strategies.

There are several examples of frameworks that describe the array of supports that are associated with positive developmental outcomes. Examples include the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets, the opportunities and supports outlined in UW-Extension’s PAAT (Program and Activity Assessment Tool), and 4-H Youth Development’s Essential Elements (Kress, 2004).

As an example, the 4-H Youth Development program has identified Four Essential Elements of Positive Youth Development programming: belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity.  These four concepts are constructed from eight critical youth development program elements drawn from research and practice. The grid on the following pages summarizes the rationale and research support for each of the Four Essential Elements and the Eight Critical Elements that compose them.

Essential Elements of Positive Youth Development: Features and Related Research 

A. Belonging

	Elements
	Features
	Research

	1. A positive relationship with a caring adult
	Features

· Warmth and caring

· Connectedness

· Good communication

· Guidance

· Responsiveness

Avoids being:

· Distant

· Over-controlling

· Untrustworthy
	Youth are directly impacted by long-term relationships and positive interactions with caring adults. When young people feel adults in their lives care about them, they feel more connected to their community and relationships between generations are stronger and more meaningful.  Adults provide reinforcement and role modeling for intellectual, social and emotional growth.

Relationships build social capital—access to knowledge, resources and social support through trusted relationships—an important support to individual and community health.

	2. A safe environment
	Features

· Limit-setting

· Clear and consistent expectations

· Age-appropriate monitoring

Avoids being: 

· Disorganized

· Rigid
	In safe environments, youth express their thoughts and ideas without fear of being laughed at and without fear of harm or danger.  Youth and adults feel emotionally safe when there are no put-downs or disrespectful behavior.  Learning, consistency and structure in youth activities help youth learn what is expected and to feel included.




	3. An inclusive environment
	Features

· Meaningful inclusion regardless of personal characteristics

· Social engagement and integration

· Identity formation opportunities

· Group membership

Avoid:

· Exclusion

· Marginalization

· Intergroup conflict
	All youth want and need to feel they belong at home, at school, or in other groups. Community groups can engage youth in activities that stress cooperation and shared goals. When youth feel accepted, they are more apt to contribute to groups and to engage in positive peer relationships. 

4-H Youth Development particularly emphasizes membership—an important aspect of a sense of community—within groups that actively pursue learning, fun, and community improvement. 4-H members can also feel a connection with the state and national community of 4-H. 


B. Mastery

	Elements
	Features
	Research

	4. Engagement in learning
	Features

· Exposure to learning experiences

· Opportunities to learn communication skills

· Preparation for adult employment

Avoids:

· Activities that don’t challenge youth to extend their knowledge and skills
	Learning experiences that are both challenging and highly motivating help young people develop an intrinsic motivation for work. Providing challenging tasks that young people enjoy can be more easily achieved in youth programs than in other settings with less choice and flexibility. 

Exposure to learning experiences provides opportunities to learn a broad range of life skills from communication skills to teamwork and other skills that prepare youth for adult employment. 

	5. Opportunity for Mastery
	Features

· Active construction of knowledge

· Relevance of content

· Reflective opportunities

· Opportunities to demonstrate and teach

· Individualized expectations

Avoids: 

· Social comparison
	Youth need opportunities to achieve physically, intellectually and socially.  Through practice they develop skills for living and learning as well as better problem solving and decision making.  By developing competency and mastering certain skills, they increase their self-confidence and enthusiasm for learning.  

When personal improvement rather than social comparison is emphasized, high expectations can be maintained for all. Hands-on activities that require the participation of all are motivating. Educational activities that are authentic—connected to real issues in the lives of youth—give young people many opportunities to extend their learning and to develop expertise by interacting with the people and environments around them.


C. Independence

	Elements
	Features
	Research

	6. Opportunity to see oneself as an active participant in the future
	Features

· New experiences

· Opportunities for identity exploration 

· New roles

· Integration of past, present & future

· Mentoring relationships with adults
	Opportunities to take on new roles that provide challenge builds a sense of personal efficacy and allows youth to explore possible future roles. Giving youth opportunities to think about how they want to live in the future will aid them in making better life choices.

Having a sense of a positive future helps youth avoid risky behaviors and take initiatives that achieve personal goals.

	7. Opportunity for self-determination
	Features

· Confidence (Empowerment) 

· Instrumental & social skills (Knowing how)

· Cognitive abilities (Problem-solving; Perspective-taking)

· Community connections (Social capital)
	Given opportunities for independent thinking and taking on personal responsibility, youth will develop a sense of identity.  Youth need opportunities to experiment with different choices, evaluate what happens because of them, and consequently learn to improve the quality of their decisions.

Decision-making opportunities that fit youth developmental needs and cultural interests build engagement and growth.


D. Generosity
	Elements
	Features
	Research

	8. Opportunity to value and practice service to others
	Features

· Opportunities to make a real difference

· Youth are taken seriously

· Youth take responsibility
	Community service and citizenship activities provide a means for youth to connect to communities and to learn to give back to others.  Youth who participate in high quality service activities better understand the perspectives of others and find purpose and meaning in their own lives. Civic involvement is particularly promoted when activities are connected to democratic values and public issues. 

Linking activities to curriculum or other background research promotes learning. Opportunities to explore ideas and reflect are critical to making service activities educational.


Strengths and Limitations of the Positive Youth Development Approach 
By building the assets and strengths of youth, the positive youth development approach has relevance for all youth, rather than just certain targeted groups. Thus, it has wider appeal than public health, juvenile justice, and prevention approaches, which focuses primarily on groups or individuals at risk for specific problems. These approaches place less emphasis on the developmental needs of youth in general and the skills and attitudes they must acquire to become responsible and capable adults.  A broad, strengths[image: image2.png]


based, positive focus on youth development provides an attractive conceptualization to unite different groups, programs, and organizations.

Positive youth development approaches have proven to be powerful organizing frameworks for many communities and programs that have used them to focus on a broad range of youth development outcomes instead of narrowly targeted programs. Their measures of success are generally different from prevention programs, as well. Positive youth development programs target healthy communities and youth participating to their full potential.

Positive youth development approaches are not without shortcomings. For example, the approach tends to overlook the fact that youth face risks that can jeopardize their health and development if not addressed (Small & Memmo, 2004). When youth face difficult circumstances, primary and secondary prevention approaches may need to be combined with positive youth development experiences. The two approaches may be applied concurrently and support similar programs and activities, but while a prevention program focuses on helping youth become problem-free, a positive youth development approach endeavors to make them fully prepared for adulthood and aims to fully engage them in the life of their communities.

II. Prevention

Prevention programs are intended to eliminate or reduce future problems. The prevention approach grew out of the realization that it can be more cost[image: image3.png]


effective and efficient to prevent problems from occurring initially than to treat them after they are established. The two key strategies in the prevention approach are to reduce or eliminate risk factors that are associated with negative outcomes and to increase or promote protective factors that mitigate risk. In addition, prevention programs may enhance the strengths, skills, or competencies of the target group so they are better able to cope with the stress that may result from future problems. 

There are two types of prevention programs: primary and secondary. Primary prevention programs attempt to prevent the initial occurrence of a problem whereas secondary prevention programs intervene with populations that show signs of early problems. Both are often focused at selected populations and target the settings within which risks are experienced—family, peer groups, and communities.

Risk Factors

Problem behaviors, such as alcohol and other drug use, delinquency, school drop-out, teen pregnancy and violence have each been associated with their own sets of risk factors. 

An example of risk factors related to adolescent alcohol and drug use (Hawkins, Catalano, and Miller, 1992):

Contextual Factors 

· Laws and norms favorable toward use 

· Availability of drugs 

· Extreme economic deprivation 

· Neighborhood disorganization 

Individual and Interpersonal Factors 

· Physiological factors 

· Family alcohol and drug behavior and attitudes 

· Poor and inconsistent family management practices 

· Family conflict 

· Low bonding to family 

· Early and persistent problem behaviors 

· Academic failure 

· Low degree of commitment to school 

· Association with drug-using peers 

· Alienation and rebelliousness 

· Attitudes favorable to drug use 

· Early onset of drug use 

The presence of these factors under certain conditions have been associated with increased use of drugs and alcohol. 

Other problem behaviors have different antecedents. For example, child delinquency and juvenile violent offenses have another set of identified risk factors. This list was published by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (Wasserman et al, 2003).

Individual factors 

· Early antisocial behavior 

· Emotional factors (e.g. low behavioral inhibition)

· Poor cognitive development 

· Low intelligence 

· Hyperactivity 

Family factors 

· Parenting 

· Maltreatment 

· Family violence 

· Divorce 

· Parental psychopathology 

· Familial antisocial behaviors 

· Teenage parenthood  

· Large family size

Peer factors 

· Association with deviant peers 

· Peer rejection 

School and community factors 
· Failure to bond to school 

· Poor academic performance 

· Low academic aspirations 

· Living in a poor family 

· Neighborhood disadvantage 

· Disorganized neighborhoods 

· Concentration of delinquent peer groups 

· Access to weapons

An examination of these two lists shows that they have much in common, but that there are significant differences. These risk factors should be used with caution in targeting programs. In many cases the relationships between risk and negative behavior are poorly understood and may only apply in extreme cases. As an example, extreme economic deprivation appears on the list, but socioeconomic status in general is not directly related to substance abuse. In fact, some research shows that youth from higher income families may be at highest risk. Only extreme poverty occurring in conjunction with childhood behavior problems has been shown to increase risk for later alcoholism and drug problems. 

Despite the complex relationships between risk factors and behavior, research and evaluation that shows the relationship between specific interventions and specific risk factors and behaviors can be a valuable guide for addressing community and individual problems. The more general lists of risk factors can be an important tool in examining the complexity of problems and generating a range of possible responses.

What is Resilience?

Prevention researchers have also focused on resilience. The primary aim of resilience research has been to identify and understand those factors that distinguish individuals who demonstrate good adaptation when confronted with adversity from those who emerge with problem behaviors. For resilience to be demonstrated, an individual who has experienced extreme stress or multiple stressors has successfully adapted despite such stress. Resilience may result from successful recovery processes, from exceptional personal characteristics such as intelligence or 

sociability, or through steeling, as individuals are toughened by an experience.

Strengths and Limitations of the Prevention Approach
The risk and protective factors identified by Hawkins and Catalano and others have much in common with positive youth development frameworks, including the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets and 4-H Youth Development’s Four Essential Elements. However, prevention advocates argue that focusing on assets is not enough to reduce negative outcomes, and have shown that comprehensive efforts to reduce identified risk factors and strengthen protective factors have increased positive behaviors in participating youth (Hawkins et al, 2005).

One limitation of the prevention approach is that it tends to be deficit oriented, emphasizing youth problems (Pittman et al, 2003), leading people to focus on what is wrong with youth rather than what is right. From a practitioner's view, this can be problematic because of the potential to stigmatize youth, undermine their motivation, or discourage them from becoming involved in programs at all. The approach gives little attention to how to promote optimal youth development.

Another shortcoming of the prevention approach is the limited attention given to the relative importance of various risk and protective factors. These factors vary greatly in their strength of association with particular negative outcomes. Also, some are very difficult to change. Targeting prevention programs is difficult since much of the available evidence on risk factors is correlational, which hampers our ability to determine whether a risk factor is simply a statistical marker or an explanatory, causal mechanism (Small & Memmo, 2004). As a general rule, the more proximal the process or influence is to the individual, the more powerful the effect (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998).
Resilience research also tells us little about how to promote development of children and families. The subjects have experienced severe adversity; the concept of resilience cannot be broadly applied to anyone experiencing more ordinary developmental stress.

A resilience approach can result in a tendency to disregard environmental conditions. An overemphasis on making the individual more resistant can divert attention from efforts to reduce the effects of contextual risk over which practitioners and policy makers exert more influence. It can also shift the burden of social problems to individuals (Small & Memmo, 2004).

Despite these shortcomings, when young people are exposed to significant risk, prevention programs can help them to avoid future risky behaviors which would threaten their development.

Connections of Prevention Strategies to Other Approaches 

Prevention approaches can be combined with other approaches, including those outlined below. Positive youth development and education programs benefit all youth, but may serve a prevention purpose when targeted at young people at higher risk of negative outcomes.
III. Education and Life Skills

Education focuses on building competencies in individual learners. The goal is to bring about changes in knowledge and skills by building on a learner’s existing capacity. Educational outcomes within non-formal educational systems such as 4-H Youth Development are often framed as life skills, which complement the academic outcomes of formal education. These life skills help young people address challenges, maintain productive employment, and participate in society.

The specific life skills required for a healthy and productive future vary by time as technology changes and may also reflect cultural variations. 4-H Youth Development in Wisconsin and other states (see e.g. Hendricks, 1996) have framed life skills in the following categories:

1. Decision-making

2. Problem-solving

3. Relating to Others

4. Planning and Organizing

5. Learning to Learn

6. Communicating with Others

7. Leading Self and Others

8. Relating to Change

9. Applying Science and Technology

10. Developing Self

11. Mental and Physical Health

Life skills are the desired outcomes of educational activities, but the mechanism for learning them in youth programs may not be through direct teaching. Young people gain skills through experiences in programs and through relationships with other youth and adults. 

Learning is a social process including groups of learners and the relationships of teachers and learners. Key elements of learning include motivation and engagement in learning built from intrinsic rewards, experiential education, and sufficient challenge.

Life skills development cannot be pursued in a vacuum, but within the context of educational strategies that meet the interests and needs of youth. A strong youth development program will engage young people through experiential learning strategies and environments that provide opportunities and supports for positive youth development.

Strengths and Limitations of a Life Skills Approach
Schools have academic standards built around traditional subject areas, but often pay less attention to other youth development outcomes. Youth programs that put life skills at the center of their educational activities can reinforce social and emotional development, develop habits of active citizenship, and help students take responsibility for their own learning and development. These skills can be learned through many different content areas and activities.

The life skills identified here are supports to healthy development of all people, but the specific skills necessary in each category vary significantly across time and place. Life skills, then, do not provide a clear guide to specific activities, but offer a set of outcomes that can be pursued through a broad range of educational activities. 

Youth development programs such as 4-H can play a significant role in linking together the learning from family, schools, and communities. If young people are able to apply their academic knowledge and develop life skills, they will build competencies that are not attainable when schools and families operate in isolation.

IV. Where does 4-H Youth Development fit in these frameworks?

Overall, the 4-H Youth Development approach is moving individuals, communities and programs toward positive youth development.

· The youth development approach considers the whole young person, not just a single characteristic or problem.

· Youth development is dependent on family and community development as it occurs in the context of the family, community and society.

· Youth development is designed to focus on the positive outcomes we desire for young people, not the negative outcomes we hope to prevent.

In addition, 4-H Youth Development programs are intended to benefit all youth.

There Is No One Best Approach 

All three youth development approaches—positive youth development, prevention, and education—have a place in youth policy and practice. For example, a preventive approach is appropriate if the goal is to reduce the chances that youth succumb to problems that can derail their development. Similarly, building resiliency among youth is a worthy strategy, especially for those who live in dangerous environments that are not easily changed. 

However, even when comprehensive programs succeed at reducing risk and building resiliency, it is still necessary to provide youth with the supports and opportunities that contribute to their healthy development. Building assets and empowering youth to take advantage of growth[image: image4.png]


enhancing experiences can contribute to their well[image: image5.png]


being and the health of our communities. 

4-H Youth Development professionals can work to ensure that a comprehensive, community[image: image6.png]


based approach that includes aspects of each of these strategies is available to youth in their communities. Such an environment is most apt to address the needs of the widest range of individuals.

Program Planning using the Logic Model and Youth Development Frameworks

Be Strategic about Where to Begin 

If the ultimate goal is to develop a comprehensive, community[image: image7.png]


based response, it is impossible for any one organization or agency to do it all, or for a community-wide coalition to do everything at once. Settling on where to begin is the first step in building a comprehensive strategy.

What is Extension’s Role?

· Help communities understand different frameworks and use them appropriately.

· Help people select frameworks for understanding problems and engaging in solutions.

Target Factors Strategically 

In both the prevention and positive youth development literature, distinctions rarely are made about the importance of particular elements, assets or risk factors. Program designs and policy decisions must consider which factors are most important and whether they can be realistically addressed. 

The identification of issues also depends on the context in which they are found. For example, some communities are more ready and willing to acknowledge youth problems and to develop strategies that address them. Other communities may have difficulty reaching consensus about the existence of a problem and whether the community has a responsibility to address it. Still other communities may find it easier to rally community support around the more optimistic and less controversial goal of positive youth development. In addition, agencies and organizations may have specific mandates or missions that can make it difficult for the adoption of certain approaches. 

Ecological models, which embeds individuals within systems, can help to separate factors that have direct effects on individuals and those that operate indirectly. The literature suggests that the more proximal (and direct) a process is to an individual, the more influential it is likely to be in affecting development and behavior (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998). For example, family factors (e.g., parenting practices) tend to be more strongly related to adolescent behavior than are distal factors (e.g., media or the economy). 

Consequently, when considering factors to target for intervention, it is often expedient to select those that are closely tied to the individual's immediate environment. Activities can be designed within those contexts to target the risk factors associated with these problems. Outcomes might include reduced incidence of problem behavior or the reduction of risk factors.

Use the Logic Model to Connect Needs, Activities, and Outcomes

Extension staff often use the Logic Model (see next section; also available at: http://www.uwex.edu/ces/pdande/evaluation/evallogicmodel.html) to organize complex developmental processes into a linear plan. Each of the approaches discussed here interact differently with the logic model.  

Prevention often starts with the situation statement, at the left side of the logic model, which often focuses on problems identified in communities. As stated earlier, some communities may have difficulty reaching consensus about the existence of a problem and whether the community has a responsibility to address it. Identifying risk and protective factors, whether through a community survey, a review of local statistics, or other issue identification process can help to clarify the situation and priorities at the left side of the model. 

Positive youth development and life skills approaches, on the other hand, begin with the outcomes of youth activities and then focus on antecedents that might bring about those outcomes. They begin with a framework of essential experiences, opportunities, supports, and learning outcomes. These frameworks then provide a guide to assess the adequacy of youth development experiences. 

For example, a group might examine a program or scenario, and assess how many of the eight critical elements are available. Program development would then promote the missing elements. Outcomes might include increased numbers of young people experiencing positive elements, and research or theory could be used to connect these experiences to predicted outcomes.

V. Conclusion

Research informs us what has applied to many individuals in many different environments, but it does not provide a clear road map for what might be best for a particular community, group, or individual. This overview ended with a brief discussion of how positive youth development, prevention and education might inform planning processes to emphasize the critical role that youth development educators, community partners, families, and youth themselves must play to strengthen positive youth development environments.
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