YOUTH IN GOVERNANCE

Kenosha County, Wisconsin
The purpose of the Youth In Governance program is to create a model of youth empowerment within Kenosha County, through direct participation in local government, and community service.  The overall goal is to bring the youth voice to community issues and concerns while fostering the development of confident, independent, and motivated youth leaders.

Background

Youth leadership development is critical in building civic capacity and long-term community sustainability in Kenosha County. Programs that teach useful skills and build the self-confidence of young people ensure capable, effective leaders for the next generation. 

In addition, recent national trends including an increase in youth civic service and new emphasis on civic education in schools indicate a growing need for leadership training to ensure young people are prepared to participate in political and civic life.

Data from a local Search Institute survey in 2006 documented that only 23% of youth perceive that their communities value youth and only 27% believe that youth are given useful roles in the community.  These results were among the lowest of all the assets measured in the survey and were lower than similar assets measured at the national level. 

Kenosha County and Kenosha County government value the youth of our community.  In response to the lack of leadership opportunities for Kenosha County youth as reported in the 2006 Search Institute survey, the Kenosha County Extension Education Committee propose that the Kenosha County Board of Supervisors develop a Youth In Governance program.

Staff and Extension Committee Role

Recruitment: High school staff will nominate qualified students by returning the nomination form to the Kenosha County UW-Extension Office.  Nominated youth will be mailed an application form to complete. 
Youth Selection:  Kenosha County UW-Extension will convene a selection committee to interview youth who have completed an application. The Kenosha County Extension Education Committee will recommend youth members to the Kenosha County Board Chairman. 
Appointment: Kenosha County Board Chairman will appoint youth members and swear them in during a county board meeting.
Training:  Kenosha County UW-Extension will coordinate the training for youth members. Kenosha County Board of Supervisors will assist with training of adult mentors on each committee.
Mentor Recruitment: The Kenosha County Extension Education Committee will coordinate mentor recruitment.

Recognition: The Kenosha County Extension Education Committee will coordinate a recognition event each April during a county board meeting.


Steps to Consider When Developing a Program

Kenosha County’s Youth in Governance Program History

September 18, 2007 is the night that eleven youth were appointed to serve on six Kenosha County Board committees.  It was a historic event and more importantly, a tremendous example of how youth can and should be brought to the table.  But this is not where the story begins.  The story actually begins two years earlier in September of 2005 at the University of Wisconsin, Cooperative Extension all staff meeting in Madison.  While at this gathering, I attended a session on youth in governance which was presented by Joan Wimme, Community Youth Development Educator from Douglas County and Annette Bjorklund, 4-H Youth Development Educator from Washburn County.  During their session I gathered information and resources on their counties’ very successful programs.  

When I returned from Madison, I brought this information to the next Kenosha County Healthy Communities Healthy Youth meeting, which is the group of people who promote the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets.  Group members were interested in this program because of the direct implications on specific assets including “community values youth” and “youth as resources.”  One member in particular, Jon Tetting, Vice-President of Snap-on Tools, was inspired by the possibilities. 

In January of 2006, Jon Tetting approached Kenosha County Board Supervisor, Mark Molinaro, and began a conversation about putting youth on the Kenosha County Board.  Supervisor Molinaro quickly became committed to the idea and as a Kenosha County Extension Education Committee member, he requested that youth in governance be placed on all future meeting agendas for discussion.

In September of 2006, the Kenosha County Extension Education Committee hosted an exploratory meeting and invited youth along with community members, school administrators and elected officials to give input on youth serving on the Kenosha County Board.  Facilitated by Community Development Educator Annie Jones, the group was asked to consider the following questions:

· How might Kenosha County (its citizens, youth, and county board supervisors) benefit from involving youth in governance?

· What can help, or hinder, the involvement of youth in governance?
· What are your recommendations for creating an effective and innovative model of youth representation?  

· If we were to involve youth in governance, what would we need to do to support and institutionalize their involvement over time?

This gathering provided a blueprint for the Kenosha County Youth in Governance program and laid the foundation for the planning committee.  My role at this initial meeting was to serve as the local resource on youth in governance issues.  Over the next six months, the group continued to meet and my role expanded to serve as the author of draft versions of program policies and procedures. 

In March of 2007, the Extension Education Committee partnered with the Judiciary and Law Committee and the Administrative Committee to introduce a Youth in Governance resolution to the Kenosha County Board.  The Kenosha County Board approved the resolution establishing the Youth in Governance program as Kenosha County policy.
A modified excerpt from John de Montmollin’s Summary of Professional Contributions and Scholarship
Challenges

Recruitment – reaching youth who are less likely to take on this type of role including underserved and underrepresented youth.
Logistics – Some committees have pre-meetings during the school day.  This becomes a challenge for youth who serve on these committees.

Mentors – Some mentors do not meet expectations, but the pool of potential mentors is very small.

Wisdom and Knowledge – Some committees deal with complex issues that may not be age appropriate for young people.

Closed Sessions – Per Kenosha County policy, youth participation in “Closed Sessions” is left to individual committees. 
For More Information
http://www.uwex.edu/ces/cty/kenosha/4h/YIG.html
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P.O. Box 550
Bristol, WI 53104-0550
262-857-1945 (phone) 
262-857-1998 (fax)
john.demontmollin@ces.uwex.edu
 

PAGE  
1

