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Youth in Governance

Washburn County

Background

This was the third year youth representatives served on the Washburn County Board of Supervisors.  Youth were recruited from high schools throughout Washburn County, with a particular focus on youth in student council and those who attend the Youth Government Day.  They were selected after a competitive application and interview process.

 This year six high school juniors and seniors served one full year as either a representative or alternate on the county board.  The youths’ role was similar to the elected officials - they were responsible for preparing, attending and participating in each county board meeting.  They expressed their opinions and asked questions when necessary, some more actively than others.  Youth representatives cast an advisory vote on the presented issue or voiced their opinion before the rest of the adult board members voted.  Both youth and adult members’ votes were published in the local newspaper.  

On March 24th, 2008 Jessica Collura from the University of Wisconsin – Madison, along with Matt Calvert from UW-Extension and Joan Wimme from Douglas County UW-Extension, conducted interviews with one veteran youth representative and two county board employees to assess the program’s impact.  Researchers also observed the incoming youth representatives training.  Follow-up phone interviews were conducted with two additional veteran youth representatives and two county board supervisors to further assess the program.  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 gained awareness about local county issues and partook in the county board’s decision-making process.  This direct exposure deepened their understanding of county government.  Youth were surprised at how much time was required to make a decision.  “We would have a four-hour discussion to decide just a few things, but those decisions were very important,” one youth representative explained.

2)  Understand the Importance of the County Budget
Once youth understood the basic structure and processes of the local government, they quickly realized the importance of the county budget.  One adolescent stated, “[t]he budget is extremely important.  I learned a lot about the tax levy and how the financial aspect of it all plays into how each department can function and that’s what it comes down to a lot of times.  If the money goes somewhere it shouldn’t, there are a lot of issues.”
3) Valued Proper Etiquette in Formal Meetings
This experience allowed youth to understand the importance of maintaining order in formal meetings.  Additionally, youth learned that some of the practices they had learned in student government and in civics lessons were different from those they experienced on the board.  There was some animosity amongst adult board members, which at times lead to disorder and misconduct, which surprised youth representatives who expected formal meetings to strictly abide by Robert’s Rules.  Youth learned from these experiences and now place high value on order and decorum. 
4) Sense of Responsibility
Due to the contentious nature of the county board, youth representatives felt a heightened sense of responsibility.  As youth developed an increased awareness about the need for order and proper conduct in formal settings, they realized it was their responsibility to act like role models for the adult board members.  

Additionally, youth firmly believed they represented their generation.  As one young person stated to new youth representatives during their orientation, “You are representing your generation.  That’s why it’s important to be an example and model.  We represent what our generation is all about.  Teenagers are viewed as being always tardy, always forgetting things.  We need to change that.  We need to show them we can be the people that we want to be and the people you would want to be around.”
5) Utilized Decision Making Skills
In order to make decisions on issues, youth had to actively listen to discussion and then ask specific, direct questions.  Youth representatives thought critically about the presented issues and considered if any additional information was needed to make a decision.  They took seriously their responsibility to cast an informed vote.
6) Established Instrumental Relationships
Youth representatives were able to network and interact with influential community members who offered support and guidance.  These relationships allowed youth access to new resources.  As one youth explained, “This year I developed a relationship with the county chair […] I used him as a reference for a job.”
7)  Understand Local Government Issues 
Youth representatives had a steep learning curve on some of the issues facing county government and relied on board packets, sought out the perspective of family members, and raised questions during meetings to gain understanding and clarify their thinking on issues. Land use questions were one area that youth and adults talked about frequently in interviews. Youth took an interest and active role in discussions about the placement of a highway shop, landfill, and a proposed Walmart store. One youth said that that she and her peers saw Walmart as progress and supported the proposal, while adults were more interested in protecting local business.
Impact on Board
1) Improved Opinion of Youth 
Many of the adult board members were impressed by the youths’ willingness to participate and their interest in board issues.  Adult members were also impressed at the youth’s dedication and commitment.  While youth were unable to attend every meeting, adult members understood their absences were due to schedule conflicts and believed youth were genuinely committed to serving on the board.
2) Check on Processes
At times, youth questioned the principles behind decisions of the county board supervisors.  For example, one supervisor suggested reducing the number of county districts, but the board voted not to entertain the idea.  Although unstated, the board members were concerned that lowering the number of districts could affect their county positions.  One youth representative was aware of this implicit fear and challenged the board during citizen’s comment.  He expressed his disappointment in the motion being passed and rhetorically questioned why the issue wasn’t at least brought forward for discussion.  
Adult board members also noted that youth were more direct in approaching issues which allowed the board to transcend preexisting norms.
3)  Improved Communication
The county board meetings were often contentious, but adult members spoke more considerately to youth representatives.  Therefore, youth sometimes lightened the tone by participating in conversation.  As one adult member shared, “our board was really bad at understanding the difference between discussion and debate, however when a youth stated an opinion the adults were more likely to be respectful and open minded.  It had a positive impact on the adults.”
4) Increased Representation, Decreased  Groupthink
Youth increase the diversity on the county board.  As one board member eloquently stated, “No population exists in isolation and having youth on the board gives voice to some of the population that we do not always hear from.”  Youth provided perspectives which would have otherwise been unavailable on issues like the use of alcohol for special events at the county fairgrounds—reminding adults that they were not as naïve and easily influenced as some might fear. Furthermore, young representatives were not afraid to disagree with the majority, leading to a decrease in groupthink.  
Impact on Community

1)  Developing Future and Present Leaders
Participation in the youth in governance programs exposes adolescents to local government issues and promotes civic engagement.  The program develops future leaders, who may feel compelled to remain actively involved in their county.  The program may also contribute to a culture of active citizenship; youth board representatives reported taking active roles, for example, in a campaign to pass a local school levy for a new school building.
2) Improved Opinion of Youth
Youth were publicly recognized for their involvement in this program in both the local newspaper and area high schools.  By highlighting the youth’s participation, the public becomes increasingly aware of youth’s assets.  For example, local mayors are now interested in having youth sit on their councils, which suggests the program is impacting the broader community’s opinion.  
3) Influencing other Governments

As previously noted, local mayors and town councils are interested in youth participation and would like to include youth on their councils.  Additionally, this program could influence other counties to involve youth in governance.
4)  More Informed Public Dialogue
Youth representatives reported that other youth and community members would ask them about their votes and opinions on county issues. They were able to provide information about the details of complex public issues.
Ideas for Future Implementation

1) Youth representatives attend Committee Meetings
Committee meetings occur during school hours and therefore youth are unable to attend.  Allowing youth to participate in committee meetings would increase the representation on the committee and also expose youth to an integral part of governmental processes.  Annette Bjorklund, Washburn County’s UW-Extension 4-H Youth Development Educator, is currently working with the area high schools to ensure that youth representatives can be excused to attend these meetings.

2) Recruit more diverse youth representatives
Currently the youth representatives are extremely high-achieving students, involved in multiple extracurricular activities.  These individuals may not reflect the larger student body.  Recruiting students of various achievement levels will give voice to new perspectives and will allow more individuals to develop leadership skills.
3) Recruit Freshman and Sophomore Participants
Youth representatives have an opportunity to serve for two years, first as alternates and then as representatives.  However, the majority of applicants are juniors and therefore only able to serve for one term – spring of their junior year to spring of their senior year.  By increasing the number of freshman and sophomore representatives, youth would be able to fulfill a two-year commitment.    
4) Opportunities for Reflection
Aside from the initial orientation, youth may benefit from meeting with one another throughout the year to discuss their involvement with the county board.  Such opportunities allow youth time to reflect and learn from each other.

5) Connection to Classroom
Currently, there is no link between the youth’s experience on the county board and their experience in school.  Connecting the program to the classroom would allow students to deepen their understanding of governmental processes and perhaps participate more in county board discussions.  One adult member suggested the youth representatives research local issues for school credit and then present their findings and ideas to the county board.  Such opportunities may be mutually beneficial. 
