YOUTH IN GOVERNANCE

Douglas County, Wisconsin
The Douglas County Youth In Governance programs provide youth with opportunities for participation in local government and community projects involving youth.   The goals of the program encourage youth to have a voice on issues affecting their community while providing an in-depth educational experience about government, their community, and the political arena.  
Background

Douglas County data collected in 2002 showed a decided lack of opportunities for youth to provide input in local government or other decision making bodies.  To address those needs, youth representatives were appointed to the County Board of Supervisors and Superior City Council in 2003.  The County Board has three main representatives and three alternates; while the Superior City Council appoints two main representatives and two alternates.  An assessment of high school age youth, conducted by myself and University of Wisconsin-Superior graduate students in 2005, continued to indicate youth felt disconnected from their communities and schools.  Nearly 75% of students indicated they do not have input on issues facing their communities or issues affecting youth.  In 2006, position descriptions were developed to include participation in standing committees by alternate representatives.  In 2007 and 2008 resolutions were passed to provide Youth Representatives the opportunity to cast advisory votes.  Youth Representatives on the County Board were also provided with the same meeting stipend as their adult counterparts.  
Staff and Extension Committee Role

Recruitment: The Community Youth Development (CYD) educator coordinates the recruitment of high school sophomores and juniors starting in March.  Current and past youth representatives and CYD educator give presentations in various classes in high schools to explain program and benefits.  Youth must complete application forms and provide completed reference forms.  All forms are mailed to the Douglas County UW-Extension office.  
Youth Selection:  Douglas County UW-Extension convenes a selection committee to interview youth who have completed application materials. Representatives of the Board of Supervisors or the Superior City Council and Clerks offices sit on the selection committees which meet in June.  The selection panels make the selections and the CYD educator forwards information on to various departments and committees.  

Appointment: Youth Representatives serve a two year term and are sworn in at the first September Board or Council meeting by the County Clerk or the City Clerk.   A social is held prior to the first meeting and attended by elected officials, department heads, Youth Representatives, and their family members.  
Training: The CYD educator coordinates a training session for Youth Representatives in August.  The County Board Chair, the Mayor of Superior and members of both the County and City Clerk’s Office are involved in the training.  The training typically lasts about 3 hours.  
Adult Mentors:  In 2007 during an evaluation meeting with county and city officials, we discussed the merits of providing youth with an adult mentor from the Board or City Council.  The CYD educator wrote mentor job descriptions and coordinates the recruitment of adult mentors from the elected representatives of the City Council and County Board.  Each youth is assigned an adult mentor.  
Recognition: The County Board and the Superior City Council hold recognition events during their August meetings.  These are the last meetings for the main Youth Representatives.  They receive framed certificates and many thanks from officials for serving.
Steps to Consider When Developing a Program

The Youth in Governance program was in its second year when I began working with the program.  We are fortunate to enjoy the support of this program by the County Board and the Superior City Council.  That support is critical for governance programs to succeed.  Once the logistics have been established, we have worked to enhance the program and involve youth in community projects or have them support various projects brought forth by Supervisors or Councilors.  Effective evaluation is also a component that we have been working to develop.  
Challenges

Recruitment – reaching youth who are less likely to take on this type of role including underserved and underrepresented youth.
Mentors – recruiting an adequate number of effective mentors.  
Voting – establishing a system of voting that is comfortable for the county and city
Supervision and support – The CYD educator provides on-going support, coordinates Superior Days participation and acts as liaison to the Youth Representatives.  The educator attends County Board meetings and one of two City Council meetings each month to communicate and meet with Youth Representatives.  

Youth voices – insuring that youth have quality opportunities to voice their concerns and opinions.

Evaluation -  learning how to measure impact when you have smaller numbers of youth.
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