YOUTH IN GOVERNANCE

Washburn County, Wisconsin
Youth and adults working together in positions of authority to make decisions and take action to strengthen organizations, communities, and our democratic society.

Youth Voices in Community Action and Governance Team

Background

Involving youth in decision-making and governance is an emerging public idea nationally and in Wisconsin. Research and practice show that involving youth in governance contributes to community improvement, positive youth development, youth voice and representation, and civic development.
In the fall of 2001, 4-H Youth Development facilitated the local, state, and national Conversations on Youth Development in the 21st Century.  The purpose of the conversations was to engage youth and adults in identifying the future direction of youth development.

In the Washburn County Conversation, the top issue identified was:

· Encourage students to observe, participate, and provide feedback in county and local politics, and take ownership and responsibility for the decisions that they helped make.

In the Wisconsin Conversation:  

· Create a culture in which youth are equal partners in decision-making and governance.

· Action:  Government at all levels should seek youth input and enhance communications between youth and their government.

In the National Conversation:

· Involve youth directly in creating policy and making decisions at all levels of government and society.  

Search Institute surveys of youth in Washburn County documented how youth view their communities.

	
	Birchwood, Oct 2003
	Spooner, Jan 2002
	Shell Lake, Apr 2002

	Community Values Youth

Youth person perceives that adults in the community value youth.
	24%
	15%
	24%

	Youth as Resources

Young people are given useful roles in the community.
	19%
	19%
	28%


An issue identified in 2004 program planning in Washburn County was “lack of engagement by residents in community and governmental issues.”

In 2004, in response to the local planning process, Wisconsin 4-H Youth Development created a state work team, “Youth Voices in Community Action and Governance.”

To address this emerging need, the 4-H Youth Development Program, University of Wisconsin-Extension, formed the Youth Voices in Community Action and Governance Team.  Through various presentations, this team has reached out to members of county Extension committees.  As a result, in Washburn County, the county board chair and Extension Committee members spearheaded the movement to make youth in governance a reality here.  In August 2004, the County Board of Supervisors passed a resolution in support of this effort.  On April 19, 2005, three youth representatives and three alternates were sworn into their positions on the Washburn County Board of Supervisors.  In 2008, youth representative began serving on county committees as well.
Staff Role

Support for this Youth in Governance Initiative (including program development, promotion, recruitment, training, evaluation, and youth advising) is provided through the 4-H Youth Development Program, University of Wisconsin-Extension in Washburn County.  Most time is spent during recruitment and selection.
Recruitment: The 4-HYD Educator sends application forms and information to the administrators and key staff in six school districts who have students who are residents of Washburn County.  News articles are also included in the two local newspapers.  Posters are posted in the schools.  Current youth reps seek out potential applicants.
Youth Selection:  The 4-HYD Educator will convene a selection committee to review applications. The committee consists of the 4-HYD Educator, UW-Extension CRD Educator, the County Board Chairman, and the County Administrator. 
Training:  The 4-HYD Educator coordinates the training for youth members which is held several weeks prior to the April county board meeting. 
Appointment: Washburn County Board Chairman swears the youth representatives and alternates in during the April county board meeting.
Recognition: At the end of their term, youth representatives and alternates are presented a certificate at their school’s spring awards program.  

Evaluation:  At the end of their term, youth representatives and alternates are asked to complete an evaluation of their experience.
Steps to Consider When Developing a Program

Source: 14 Points: Successfully Involving Youth in Decision Making, Youth on Board

Process:

1. Know why you want to involve young people

2. Assess your readiness for youth in governance

3. Determine your model for youth involvement

4. Identify organizational barriers

5. Overcome attitudinal barriers (adults and young people)

6. Address legal issues

7. Recruit young people

8. Create a strong orientation process

9. Train young people for their roles

10. Conduct intergenerational trainings

11. Make meetings work

12. Develop a mentoring plan

13. Strengthen youth/adult relationships

14. Create support networks

Challenges

Recruitment – reaching youth who are less likely to take on this type of role.

For More Information
http://washburn.uwex.edu/4h/CountyBoardYouthRepresentatives.html

Annette Bjorklund

4-H Youth Development Educator

850 W. Beaverbrook Ave. Suite 1

Spooner, WI 54801

715.635.4444

annette.bjorklund@ces.uwex.edu

PAGE  
1

