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How to Start Your Own Youth Development Micro-Program

Daniel Hart, Robert Atkins, and Nyeema Watson

Rutgers University


Do you ever toy with the idea that you could design a youth program based on the best research on adolescent development?  We are encouraging you to turn that daydream into reality, as we believe that small youth programs—micro-programs—are good for teenagers, their communities, and for researchers who participate in them.  In this article we offer our advice based on a decade of experience with a micro-program in Camden, New Jersey.  

What are Youth Micro-Programs?


Youth micro-programs are volunteer organizations with small budgets that seek to promote youth development.  Our use of the prefix “micro-“ is intended to borrow from the credibility which micro-credit initiatives have earned in development efforts around the world (in fact, the United Nations has declared 2005 as the International Year of Micro-credit; United Nations Capital Development Fund, 2005).  The rationale behind micro-credit is that very small sums of money invested in people seeking to produce services and products can lead to economic development.  Likewise, we believe that very small youth development programs which invest social capital in adolescents can foster social and psychological development.  Small is beautiful; large programs require big budgets, substantial fund-raising, dedicated management—all of which decrease the contributions that those who found the programs can make to the social capital which is so crucial to adolescent development.  

Why Do We Need More Youth Micro-Programs (and where do we need them)?

Adolescents who belong to youth organizations and have meaningful relationships with responsible adults outside their families are more likely to develop successfully than adolescents who do not (e.g., Zaff, Moore, Papillo, & Williams, 2003).  There are many reasons that organizations and relationships with adults benefit adolescents, but certainly the research literature suggests that much of the value derives from enduring connections with adults who listen, empathize, advise, share, collaborate, and support (National Research Council, 2002).  If our reading of the literature is correct, then any program—no matter the particulars of its activities—can be successful if it brings youth and adults together in development-fostering interactions (indeed, Zaff et al found that the type of organization that youth belonged to did not matter).  

Unfortunately, in many communities there are too few organizations and too few adults available for the adolescents who can benefit them.  The lack of opportunity is particularly characteristic of poor communities.  It is rarely recognized that neighborhood poverty is associated with a demographic tilt towards children and youth.  For example, in Camden, New Jersey, one of America’s poorest cities, 35% of the population is younger than 18, a fraction nearly 50% larger than the state average.  Our research (Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004) identifies consequences of the ratio of children to adults on development; our point here, however, is that poor urban communities simply do not have enough adults to provide the opportunities that youth in these communities need.  We need those in adult-saturated communities (suburbs) to contribute their talents to communities in need of adults (frequently, high poverty neighborhoods).  In other words, by running a youth micro-program you can contribute (in a small way of course; these are micro-programs after all) to the well-being of youth in high-poverty communities.

Finally, our nation needs more micro-programs because they use resources more efficiently than big programs.  Big programs oftentimes require a great deal of management, which a) we do not need, and b) diverts energy from spending time with kids to interacting with large institutions.  Micro-programs also rely on volunteers, not paid staff, which makes it possible for them to thrive with small budgets.  For example, the Camden STARR (Sports Teaching Responsibility and Resiliency) Program which we run spends around $15,000 a year, an amount that covers expenses for a summer trip to Vermont for 30-35 youth, weekend soccer year-round, and occasional canoeing, backpacking, and skating trips throughout the year.  Once a program begins paying its staff, expenses rise sharply as does the need to fundraise; these pressures lead to programs that differ qualitatively from those run by volunteers.  

There is simply too little money available at local, state, and federal levels to fund enough large professionally-staffed organizations to meet the needs of adolescents in the United States.  For example, we have estimated that the small, youth-saturated city (population, 80,000) of Camden New Jersey—with its population skewed towards children and consequently with a relatively small population of adults--would have to employ more than 250 full-time youth workers simply to provide the hours equivalent to those donated to youth activities by volunteers in adult-saturated suburban areas (Hart & Atkins, 2002).  Count us among those skeptical that funding for this large number of youth workers will soon arrive.  In the absence of dramatically increased funding, then, it seems essential that the need for youth programs be met through micro-programs, which rely on volunteers and small amounts of funding.  

The How of Developing a Youth Micro-Program

Organizational demands.  Sarah Jackson (the author of and wife of Ben Kirshner, one of our collaborators) visited our program one summer and was asked by one of the participants what she had learned during her visit.  Reflecting on her experience helping her team of adolescents manage the day’s cooking, an overnight backpacking trip, and an ever changing menu of daily activities, Sarah replied “I’ve learned that it doesn’t take much organization to run a youth program.”  


Generally, we have found that it is fairly easy to begin a youth micro-program, largely because the institutions to which we belong and our friends and family provide most of the support which is needed.  


Universities are important resources for those developing youth micro-programs, and many members of the SRA belong to one.  Our program makes use of Rutgers’ recreational facilities, classrooms (for tutoring), accounting office (for tracking our small grants), and vans and buses (for transporting our participants to various activities).  Neighborhood churches have also been generous, lending us the use of their facilities to host fundraising car washes and loaning us their vans for transportation.  


Our families and friends have become as committed to our program as we are.  Our spouses, children, brothers, sisters, nephews and nieces, roommates from college, and parents have taken a week to volunteer in our summer institute in Vermont.  We have been very fortunate to have had some of our colleagues in the field—Kelly Anthony, Gus Carlo, Roxanna Carlo, Ben Kirshner, Kyle Matsuba—donate a week of their time to help with our summer institute.  


Much to our surprise, raising the small sums of money necessary to keep the program running has been relatively easy.  We have been fortunate in that the Campbell Soup Foundation, located in Camden, has provided much of the money we need for our summer program in each of the last seven years.  Several of our friends have made generous donations over the past ten years.  Moreover, our friends have connected us to law firms which helped with our permission slips, to suburban sports programs which have donated used equipment, and so on.  


Organizational focus.  A successful youth micro-program needs to offer opportunities for youth and must be attractive to the volunteers who staff it.  It happens that two of the authors enjoy soccer, so our program features weekly soccer; another author enjoys art, so this year participants will work on a ceramic mural for the side of a community building; some of the adolescents in our program have come to enjoy backing, so we take a group on the Appalachian Trail; we believe that community service is important, so we offer some service opportunities each year; a small group of participants likes to read, so we have a reading club; and so on.  The program must be flexible enough to accommodate your interests, and those of the participants and volunteers.  Avoid all unneeded complexities: for example, we have discovered that uniforms, organized leagues, new equipment, and so on are completely unnecessary.  


Where can kids be found?  The original participants in our program were recruited when one of us (R.A.) was a school nurse in a middle school.  However, for the last five years all our new participants have been recruited by kids already in the program or as a result of seeing our group at the park where we play soccer.  Community centers, YMCAs, Boys and Girls Clubs, churches, and schools are all good sources for the kids you need to get started.  

Big is Beautiful, Small are Supplemental

Our advocacy for small, volunteer-led youth-serving organizations is not intended to condemn big, well-funded, theoretically-targeted interventions.  In our view both approaches are vital.  Developmental science advances when carefully implemented interventions are matched with thorough investigations.  For example, recent research has demonstrated that the positive effects of the Fast Track intervention (Bierman, Coie, Dodge, Greenberg, Lochman, McMahon, & Pinderhughes, 2002) were partially mediated by changes in theoretically targeted mechanisms.  This is an important contribution, as it sharpens the understanding of how interventions contribute to successful development.   

However, enough is known now about how to create development-facilitating youth programs that no one need wait for more research before launching a program.  We occasionally use the metaphor of fishing.  If a village must catch fish to survive, it can devote all its resources to equipping a few with very expensive fishing gear.  Alternatively, the village might choose to send more people out fishing with less sophisticated equipment.  

What’s in it for You, the Founder of a Youth Micro-Program?

Youth micro-programs can help you develop.  Youth programs are fruitful for researchers and individuals interested in youth development.  Our involvement with youth in the STARR program has deepened our understanding of the challenges to development affecting children and adolescents growing up in distressed urban neighborhoods.  Our research on the relation of neighborhood demographics to youth development (e.g., Hart, Atkins, Markey, & Youniss, 2004) grew out of experience with the STARR Program.  Specifically, our interest in studying how the ratio of children to adults affects youth development emerged from the difficulty in finding adults in Camden to volunteer in our program.  

Researchers interested in youth development can also gain a unique window onto the difficulties of providing assistance to youth.  For example, when we began taking the youth in our program for weeklong trips out of state, we learned that many of our participants had a variety of sub-acute health problems.  Figuring out how best to gain access to healthcare for the adolescents in the program was not made much easier by one of the author’s (R.A.) experience as a school nurse in Camden.  In the end, we discovered that the best solution was not delivering the participants to locations where free medical and dental services were offered, as these sites had irregular hours which made return visits difficult and frequently specialized in a small range of problems.  Moreover, having children circulate in a pool of healthcare providers resulted in fragmented medical records, with one site having immunization records, another with records related to a physical exam, and so on, which is itself an obstacle to the delivery of healthcare.  Instead, we discovered we could help best by visiting families in their homes to help them enroll in New Jersey Family Care, a subsidized health insurance program (our research suggests that enrollment in this program improves access to healthcare, Southerland, Hart, & Atkins, 2000); we have since extended this outreach effort city-wide.  This experience has helped us appreciate the many obstacles confronting organizations seeking to deliver services to youth.  

Youth micro-programs can add pleasure and meaning to life.  Running programs for youth will result in many unhappy days.  What satisfaction is there in breaking up fights, checking permission slips, listening to complaints about food, or asking kids to sit down on the bus?  There have been a few really discouraging days when kids in our program stole from others or forged permission slips for weekend trips (the latter resulting in a city-wide search for us by the police).  On some Saturdays, we would prefer to do something else besides drive to the park to meet with the kids.  On such occasions, we talk about pulling the plug on our program.

Most of the time however, we enjoy our relationships formed in the program.  We like to hear from program participants about what has happened in the intervening week, to exchange some good-natured teasing, to discuss upcoming trips and memories of past ones, and so on.  We are excited to hear from former program participants who are away in college and in the military; several of them now volunteer with us regularly.  

Moreover, the program has provided a context in which our friends and families can come together and participate in a shared effort that is both meaningful and enjoyable.  Over the years, a network of memories has emerged that allows all of us to re-evoke laughs (“Do you remember the year the twins went to Vermont and didn’t bring any underwear?”) and sweet moments (“Do you remember how touched George was when we gave him the graduation gift on awards night?”).  Oftentimes the program seems so interwoven with our lives and those of our friends and families that it seems harder to quit the program than continue on with it.

Summary

Developing a youth micro-program contributes to youth welfare, it is easy to do, and it can be deeply satisfying for all involved.  Give it a try!

_____________________________________________________________________
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