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Background

This was the first year youth representatives served on County Board committees in Kenosha County.  In total, eleven high school juniors and seniors sat on six committees: Building and Grounds, Finance, Judiciary and Law, Highways and Parks, Human Services, and Legislative.  Each youth served approximately six months on their respective committee and attended monthly or bi-monthly meetings.  Adult mentors were assigned on each committee to assist the youth and answer questions about issues and processes. The youth’s primary roles were to prepare for the committee meetings and to actively participate in the meeting discussions.  They expressed their opinions and asked questions when necessary, some more actively than others.  Youth representatives either cast an advisory vote on the presented issue or voiced their opinion before the rest of adult committee members voted. 

On March 4th, 2008 Matthew Calvert and Jessica Collura from the University of Wisconsin – Madison conducted two focus groups with five adult board members and seven youth representatives to assess the program’s impact.  Surveys were also administered to eight youth representatives before and after their participation to further assess the effects of this experience.  The following report explicates the impacts, best practices and barriers of the program.  It concludes with recommendations for future implementation.
Impact on Youth
1) Understand Local Government Processes 
Youth representatives witnessed the decision-making process and power of citizens’ voice.  One youth enthusiastically explained how a group of community members attended a committee meeting and expressed concern about the current speed limit; the committee initiated a traffic study and the issue was eventually voted on.  The young person was fascinated how citizens’ voice lead to policy change and now believes she fully understand local government processes.  Youth representatives unanimously agreed that this experience taught them how local government functions and deepened their understanding of material presented in government class.
2) Understand Local Government Issues
Most of the young people said they learned about public issues by listening to the exchange of ideas among board members and then refining their own understanding and position.    Additionally, issues that related to personal interests – from architecture to law – were the most motivating for youth.
3) Value Citizen Contributions
As noted above, the increased knowledge about governmental processes allowed youth to appreciate the power of citizens’ voice.  Youth also described an increased awareness about the need to be civically engaged.  One young person stated, “At first I had no inclination of being in governance, but now I know I want to contribute.”  A second youth echoed these sentiments by stating, “Now I realize it’s important to be a positive citizen in a community.”

Results from the youth survey were concurrent with the youth’s statements, as   Youth representatives reported a large increase (.68 on a 5 point scale) in their likelihood to volunteer for a political party.  Furthermore, many verbally expressed an interest in running for office in the future.
4) Increased Opinion of Elected Officials

Based on media portrayals, the youth anticipated a lot of drama and fighting to occur during the county board committee meetings. Youth representatives were both surprised and impressed by the efficiency, productivity and organization of the committees.  Overall, they realized that elected officials are genuinely interested in helping the public and believed the decision-making process was efficient.  As one youth stated, “I have yet to meet a political villain.  We’re in the right hands with competent, polite people.”  Participating in the process gave young people insight into the time and energy commitment of elected officials.  Survey results reported an small increase (.15 on a 5 point scale) in the trustworthiness of elected officials based on this experience.
5) Critical Reading of News Reports
Given their increased faith in elected officials and knowledge of governmental processes, youth representatives noted that the media often unfairly portrays local government.  Youth stated they are more apt to question the authenticity of reports when reading the newspaper or watching the evening news. 
6) Increased Discussion with Teachers
One youth explained how her teacher raised a concern about the local tennis courts in class.  The youth representative identified this as an important issue and then voiced her teacher’s concern during the next committee meeting.  It is evident that youth representatives were discussing local issues with their teachers.  Additionally, survey results showed a .50 increase in youth’s likelihood to discuss political issues with their teachers.
Impact on Adults
1)  Improved Opinion of Youth 
Many of the adult board members were impressed by the youths’ intelligence and level of understanding about particular committee issues.  Adults also felt that the youth made the best contributions to discussion when they had familiarity with the topic.  Adult board members mentioned issues related to recreational facilities and driving as places where youth had insightful perspectives.  Additionally, adult members were surprised at the dedication the youth demonstrated by showing up to committees in spite of their hectic schedules. 

Impact on Committee and Community
1)  Check on Processes
Youth added a valuable perspective to discussion and at times brought the issues back to principles.  For example, during one committee meeting county board members were considering reducing the number of signatures needed to qualify for the election ballot.  A youth representative opposed this idea and felt strongly that more signatures should be required to qualify for county board.  She stated, “people need to go out and speak to at least 100 constituents.”  Her point of view was covered in the newspaper and reflected a general commitment of youth to ideals of democracy and citizen participation.  
2) Increased Relationship between Extension and County Board

The Youth in Governance program created an opportunity for the county board and UW-Extension to interact on a more consistent basis.  The county board initiated and demonstrated significant ownership over the project, while Extension played a critical role in providing educational resources and program support.  County board members took the lead in interviewing and selecting participants and made many suggestions for program improvement.
3) Public Recognition of Youth Representatives via News Reports
Kenosha News reported on the inception of the Youth in Governance program, making the community aware of the additional youth representatives.  Furthermore, Kenosha News continued to report on youth’s involvement on the Kenosha County Legislative Committee.  According to the Kenosha News Article from September 26, 2007 titled “County panel won’t alter nomination requirement”, there was discussion of lowering the number of signatures from 100-200 down to 50.  The article quotes one youth member who was against the decrease...  “Isn’t it your job to represent the people in your district?”  “Shouldn’t you be out there getting to know them?”  The motion failed and the number stands at 100-200 signatures. 
Best Practices

1)  Mentor Relationships
Specific mentor relationships were highlighted as being highly effective.  In particular, mentors who took time to meet with their mentees outside of committee meetings were recognized as exemplar by both adults and youth.  These additional meetings enabled youth to better understand the material presented in meetings and also make greater contributions to discussion.  Additional opportunities such as visiting county court rooms also allowed youth to understand the impact the county board committees’ decisions have on every day affairs.
2) Welcoming Chair

Committee chairs set the tone for meetings.  A welcoming chair encourages youth participation and provides more opportunities for youth representatives to express their opinions.  Some chairs consistently left time at the end of the meeting to invite youth to voice their opinion and ask questions.  Youth felt more valued and secure in these settings. 
3) Timely Access to Packets and Agendas

Youth appreciated being able to review the agendas and issues before the committee meetings because it allowed them time to prepare questions.  Ideally, youth received the information about a week in advance, allowing ample time for them to read the material and ask their mentor any necessary questions.
Barriers
1) Infrequent Committee Meetings
The youth only served a six month term and some only attended a total of three meetings because there were no items to discuss on the monthly agendas.  This infrequency was a barrier to youth engagement.  However, the greater barrier appeared to be a lack of communication when committee meetings were cancelled.  Youth expressed frustration at showing up to cancelled meetings.  
2) Abstract Issues and Challenging Content
Youth and adults noted that it was difficult for youth to participate when they did not fully understand the content discussed.  Although the youth had access to mentors and, at times, committee agendas, some of the presented issues were too abstract for them to fully grasp in the relatively short amount of time they served.  Youth and adult members of specific committees, such as finance, felt their topics were difficult and hindered youth participation.
3) Lack of Communication with other Youth Participants
Youth felt disconnected from one another and expressed a desire to meet more frequently throughout the year.  Though their schedules are hectic, the youth unanimously agreed they would like the opportunity to meet before serving on their respective committees.  Additionally, the youth would like the opportunity to meet throughout the year to discuss their experiences.  The youth participants also expressed a desire to meet the incoming representatives to offer advice.
4) Difficulty Establishing Rapport with Mentors

Although mentor relationships were mentioned as a strength, not every mentee felt connected to their mentor.  Some youth expressed a desire to formally meet their mentors before the first committee meeting in order to establish a stronger relationship.  Furthermore, some mentors were unable to fulfill their responsibilities because of personal matters and the mentees felt isolated on their committees.
Ideas for Future Implementation
1) Orientation for Youth Participants
An orientation would allow youth representatives to meet each other and establish relationships before their experience.  This could also provide an opportunity for veteran representatives to meet the incoming participants and offer advice.   
2) Recruiting Best Mentors
Mentors were mentioned as both a strength and barrier to the program, suggesting that some mentors were more effective at connecting with their mentees than others.  For this reason, it is imperative that the best possible mentors are selected.  Currently the board discourages committee chairs to also serve as mentors; however, these individuals could potentially be effective mentors.
3) Ensure Connections between Student’s Interest and Committee Topic
It is evident that youth participate more when the topic is interesting to them.  Therefore, it is beneficial to ensure that the student’s interest and committee topic are aligned.  If the students are not interested in the topic it creates barriers to their participation.
4) Opportunity for Youth Dialogue 
Aside from an initial orientation, youth also expressed the desire to meet with one another throughout the year.  They would like to share and learn from each other throughout the program.  A forum could be created on an internet site such as Facebook or MySpace in order to facilitate communication throughout the year without demanding too much of the youth’s time. 
5) Length of Commitment and Term Rotation
It takes youth time to acclimate to both the committee processes and issues.  Many of the youth representatives believed they would be able to contribute more in a second term because of their increased knowledge.  A two year commitment would also allow a rotation to be established whereby one novice youth representative would serve along with an experienced youth.  This may allow the beginning youth representative to more rapidly adjust to the committee.
6) Issues of Representation and Recruitment
Interviews and survey results both indicated that the youth selected were exemplar students and leaders.  A more diverse selection would better reflect the youth of Kenosha and foster new student leaders.  
