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Activities that foster positive youth development
form the core of most park and recreation programs.
Whether your organization is seeking to start new
programs, or improve existing ones, it is important
to make sure they are directly influenced by the ideas,
interests, and opinions of the youth they serve. In
an interview, Summer Thommen, an organizational
development consultant who specializes in youth
development, suggests how staft can work together
with youth to develop or improve their programs
and activities.
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Summer Thommen points out that
youth programs typically follow one
of three models. In the first model,
a traditional one, young people are
served by a program that is completely
designed, run, and evaluated by adults.
Youth participate in the programs
offered, but their opinions are rarely
solicited. Most of these programs have
a set organizational structure and have
been run successfully for many years.

This model is very simple. Kids are
supervised and kept safe by program
staffin designated activity areas. These
programs are structured around a
conventional framework that is not
directly influenced by the values, opin-
ions, creativity and ideas of the youth
involved with the program. Many of
the programs do little to help youth
develop real leadership skills or explore
new interests. Programs that follow
this model may find it hard to recruit
and retain participants because adults
may not understand how to make the
program appealing to young people.
These programs may lose many cre-
ative opportunities or new elements
suggested by youth.

Thommen points out, “Adults with
resistance to change need to get more
exposure. It’s called exposure learning
- getting out of your comfort zone.
Young people can do that for adults.”

The second program model takes a
blended traditional and youth-centered
approach. In this model, youth not
only participate in the program ac-
tivities, but their opinions and ideas
are solicited as a way to get another
perspective on the program. While
this model is adult-driven, the adults
are conscious of the need to listen to
youth, and then use their ideas and
opinions to influence the program
design or to offer new activities. Staff
working under this model use infor-
mal methods to gather information
from program participants, but it may
not happen on a regular basis. In this
model, many elements of program and
activity design have been directly influ-
enced by the youth they serve, creating
an environment where young people’s
needs can better be met, and where

they feel their opinions and ideas mat-
ter to the adults running the program.
Thommen explains that while this
model is influenced by youth, it does
not necessarily help kids develop real
leadership skills or establish a distinct
partnership between the participants
and the staff.

The third, and most effective, model
of'youth programming (with the direct
intention of attracting, retaining, and
developing young people) provides
frequent structured opportunities for
kids to evaluate the program in a way
that makes them feel both safe and
an important part of the program.
Thommen found that programs she
has evaluated which use this model are
the most successful at attracting and
retaining youth as well as giving young
people a real opportunity to develop
the skills to emerge as confident com-
munity leaders.

In these programs, young people
participate in youth advisory boards,
are involved with event and activity
planning, and have formal opportuni-
ties to evaluate both the program and
staff. Providing a more consistent and
structured way of gathering informa-
tion from program participants can
help programmers get a better under-
standing of what is working as well as
identify opportunities for growth and
improvement. Youth who participate
in these programs experience a high
degree of program “ownership” which
means they are more likely to stay
involved and participate at a more
invested level.

These programs also have a stronger
“viral marketing” force; a group of
young people eager to promote the
programs and activities in their com-
munity and encourage their friends to
participate. This force alone, according
to Thommen, can be stronger than any
other form of youth marketing and, as
an added bonus, it’s completely free.

Today’s park and recreation pro-
grams face the challenge of creating
activities, classes, camps, and events
that will attract new youth as well
as engage their current participants.
Thommen explains that it is not acquir-
ing the newest gadget or toy that drives
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business and increases participation
in a youth program. To capture new
business, she says, youth programmers
need to understand what social forces
are behind youth decision making.
Young people are always seeking new
experiences and challenges, and this at-
titude will affect their wish to take part
in youth programs and activities. Like
any business that caters to the youth
market, recreation agencies must stay
in touch with the latest developments
and trends in music, sports, technol-
ogy, fashion, politics and social issues.

Thommen is quick to point out that
successful youth programming goes
beyond the features, “Flashy new video
games, a skate park, and recording stu-
dio get them in the door - but if staff
are not trained in a way that engages
young people in a fun and relationship
way, they don’t stay, no matter how
cool the new toy is.”

Most youth program mission state-
ments contain goals of developing
leadership skills and improving self
confidence among participants. Re-
gardless of which model your youth
program uses, your program leaders
will always find it advantageous to
solicit feedback from the youth they
serve.

Success can be achieved with all
three program models, but a program
that actively encourages feedback and
ideas from its participants will yield
the best results in developing future
leaders. These young people will have
learned how to influence and change
the organizations that serve them. This
type of partnership between youth and
program staff creates an environment
based on trust and appreciation, an
environment that gives young people
a real sense of confidence and safety.
Thommen explains that young people
like to be heard, and the best way
to show them you are listening is to
design unique programs and activities
with their ideas and interests in mind.

Summer Thommen has 15 years
experience in the youth develop-
ment field. She also specializes in
cultural competency, organiza-
tional development, conflict reso-
lution, and experientinl learning
for youth and adults.
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