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Mission Statement

CEEDS is a culturally diverse, interdisciplinary
group of faculty at the University of Washington'’s
College of Architecture and Urban Planning

that seeks to enhance learning and community
well-being through participatory research and
design processes. Drawing upon faculty from
the university’s professional, social science, and
humanities programs, we strive to engage in
transformative partnerships with K-12 schools,
industry, and grassroots community organiza-
tions. We are especially interested in partner-
ships that see the need for creating physical
space as an opportunity to envision organiza-
tional change. Our overarching goal is to use
participative processes to establish democratic
learning communities—in the university and
beyond—while also sparking theory-building and
policy-making nationally on this topic. Through

collaborative teaching, research, and service, we
aspire to bring about systemic change in communi-
ties, especially those serving children and families
with limited access and untapped talents.

Our work reflects a belief that:

e Respectful relationships among people and
with nature can enhance the human spirit,
imagination, and intellect;

e Engagement with cultural and esthetic artifacts
and activities are fundamental to individual
and community development;

e Allindividuals and communities have the
ability—and responsibility—to shape their own
surroundings;

e Joy is a vital component of learning and
community well-being.



Urban Youth Programs in America

A STUDY OF YOUTH, COMMUNITY, AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
CONDUCTED FOR THE FORD FOUNDATION

Sharon E. Sutton in collaboration
with Susan P. Kemp, Lorraine Gutiérrez, and Susan Saegert

Extended Uses: The Center for Environment Education and Design Studies encourages the use of this
document. Reproduction in whole or in part and in any form for educational or nonprofit

purposes is allowed without special permission, provided acknowledgement of the

source is made. The Center would appreciate receiving a copy of any

publication or material that uses this report as a source.

To Order: Additional copies of Urban Youth Programs in America can be obtained from:
Center for Environment Education and Design Studies

College of Architecture and Urban Planning

208P Gould Hall, Box 355720

University of Washington

Seattle, Washington 98195-5720

email: sesut@u.washington.edu

Copyright © by the University of Washington.
Published in the United States of America in 2006 by the University of Washington.
Publication supported in part by the Department of Architecture at the University of Washington in Seattle.

Suggested Citation: Sutton, S.E., Kemp, S.P., Gutiérrez, L., & Saegert, S. (2006).
Urban youth programs in America: a study of youth, community, and social justice
conducted for the Ford Foundation. Seattle, WA: University of Washington.



Table of Contents

EXE@CULIVE SUIIIITIATY ...itutiitneiinttii et et e et e et e et e e tae e et e et e et e et e et e e aae e et e e aaeeaa e et e e ansesaneetneaen e anneeaneaannns i
501 (a0 Te) o PO PP P PP PP PPPPPPPIOS v
Chapter 1: Community-based Programs in Toxic Urban CONtEXtS .........cceeereieuuiieeeriiiiiiieeereiiineeeaeeenens 1
Chapter 2: Guiding Principles of PTogram PTaCtiCe .............coiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiaaaae e e e e e e e eeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeees 13
Chapter 3: Justice-oriented Program CONEEIT ............ceuuuueieeerruunnneeeeererenneereersnenaeesessnnnaeeseessnnnaaeeeees 25
Chapter 4: Social Change Outcomes for Youth and COmMmURNIties ............ccceeeiiiiiiereriiiiiiieeeeiiiiiieeeeeees 35
Chapter 5: Effect of Funding and Philosophy on Program Characteristics ...........ccceeeeeeeeeeeiiiieiiieinnnnans 41
Chapter 6: Advancing an Agenda of Transformative Youth Programs ..............cceeeeerivivineeeeieiininneeennns 67
S () U] 0 (o] PP 77
Appendices
A. Research Methods for Three StUAIies........ocoeeeieeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 83
B. Telephone SUTVEY PTOTOCOL .. ...iiuiniiiiiieeiiie et e et e et e et e e et e e e ea e e eateeeaan e eeannaesannaaesnnaesenn 86
C. Program DESCIIDTIONS «...uuiiuuntiiii ettt ettt ettt et ettt eetai e e etb e e eeta e etat e eeabaeeeenaneeeens 95
D. Location of the Study PoOPUlation..........ccuuiiiiiuiiiiiieei et e et e e e e e e e e eeaaeaees 104

E. Youth Development PhiloSOPRY MatTiX ....cccvunieiiineeiiiieeiiiieeiiieeeiieeeeiieeeeiieessaneeesseeassenaaesnns 107






This country urgently needs social institutions that
view urban youth not as problem-laden clients, but
as individuals capable of struggling to eradicate the
inequities in their lives and communities. Our study
examined programs that explicitly seek to address
that need, and which thus represent a small slice of
the vast array of drop-in and structured out-of-school
programs for youth. It serves low-income and minor-
ity youth, ages 12 to 28, who live in oppressive urban
conditions and often assume adult responsibilities as
teens. Despite these circumstances, the program di-
rectors in our study reported that, given appropriate
opportunities, the young people they work with suc-
ceed in shaping their own development and that of
their communities. Our purpose was to identify the
characteristics that account for the success of these
programs. In so doing, we hope to inspire many more
such initiatives, and to help transform the negative
stereotypes of urban youth within the dominant the-
oretical frameworks that guide youth programming.

To identify programs with outstanding track records
in justice work, we accepted programs only by refer-
ral, specifying that they be community-based, serve
low-income or minority communities, be at least one
year old, include a community service component,
and describe themselves as committed to social jus-
tice. These criteria placed the programs surveyed

Executive Summary

toward the forward-looking side of the youth devel-
opment continuum, eliminating sports organizations
and short-term activities such as summer camps.
Because we wanted to have somewhat comparable
geographic contexts, we also limited our research to
programs located in metropolitan areas with a popu-
lation of at least 1 million for densely, and 500,000
for sparsely, settled states. The resulting study popu-
lation encompassed 88 programs, 90% of them grass-
roots organizations.

Conducted over a 29-month period by a four-site
team of 24 junior and senior scholars, along with
support staff, our research encompassed three stud-
ies: (1) a set of exploratory focus groups with con-
stituents from 2 programs (paid and volunteer staff,
youth, parents or guardians, and adult community
members); (2) telephone surveys with the directors
of all 88 programs; and (3) open-ended telephone
and face-to-face interviews with constituents from
6 programs. In all, 198 youth and adults participat-
ed in the study. A mixed-methods research design
included qualitative and quantitative analyses of
open-ended focus group responses, closed- and open-
ended survey responses, and open-ended interview
responses. The quantitative survey analyses consti-
tute the centerpiece of our report, with open-ended
data illustrating our results.
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Investigating Program Characteristics

Rather than evaluate the programs or attempt to as-
sess their best practices, we used aggregate data to
chart their defining characteristics onto a conceptual
map. These characteristics fall into four categories:
the context in which programs operate, the princi-
ples that guide their work, the content of their cur-
ricula, and their self-reported outcomes. Our report
provides empirical evidence of a pattern of relation-
ships among these characteristics that yield more
transformative programs, defined as those that seek
to engage low-income and minority youth in under-
standing and redressing the unjust conditions that
hinder their development.

The first category of variables that we investigated
—program context—includes organizatioal struc-
ture and external urban context. The structure
of the programs we surveyed reflects character-
istics that the literature identifies as essential
to effective youth-centered grassroots organiza-
tions: longevity, proven success in attracting old-
er youth, sustained social interactions, a sense
of group solidarity, deep roots in local communi-
ties, and committed—even if not formally trained
—staff and volunteers. Even though most grassroots
organizations rate their funding as insufficient, most
program directors in our study describe their own
resources as adequate or good, and also mention
strong relationships with other organizations and
social networks. They consider young people them-
selves an asset—as individuals who bring such attri-
butes as assertiveness, determination, compassion,
intelligence, humor, self-awareness, and open-mind-
edness to their programs, fundamentally sustaining
both the mission of organizations and staff commit-
ment.

Nevertheless, our investigation revealed the chal-
lenging external contexts in which these programs
operate. Most are located in either larger or small-
er metropolitan areas, rather than in mid-sized ones
—areas with greater poverty and unemployment,
higher school dropout rates, fewer owner-occupied
homes, older housing, and fewer Caucasians. When
asked to rate safety, physical infrastructure, social re-
lations, and neighborhood attachment in their com-
munities on a 0-2 scale, program directors rated safe-
ty the lowest, noting as problems street crime, gang
activity, assault with weapons, and police miscon-
duct; they ranked physical infrastructure somewhat
higher, referring to the poor condition of buildings
and schools, displacement, and lack of transporta-

tion and convenience stores; they rated social rela-
tions and neighborhood attachment most favorably.

The second category of variables we investigated
—program principles—includes definitions of so-
cial justice, youth development philosophies, and
approaches to youth participation. In their social
justice definitions, program directors placed great-
est emphasis upon having equal opportunities
and a say in decision-making, while assigning less
importance to developing skills, preventing risks,
and strengthening individual identities. Thus, for
program directors, social justice means, first and
foremost, creating a society where young people
have equal opportunities and a voice in decision-
making, a process that provides the context for pos-
itive youth development. In portraying their youth
development philosophies through mission state-
ments and survey responses, program directors posi-
tioned their organizations at the far end of a contin-
uum ranging from prevention to transformation. At
the same time, they described approaches to youth
participation that promote a variety of youth/adult
relationships.

The third category—program content—includes the
pedagogies, activities, and opportunities these pro-
grams offer. An analysis of their pedagogies revealed
that, although they do not score very high on social
critique, those that do engage in social critique were
significantly more likely to embody transformative
youth development philosophies. Civic activism was
the most prevalent program activity—a not surpris-
ing finding given the study population’s social jus-
tice orientation. Finally, an analysis of the justice-
oriented opportunities considered for this research
revealed that one larger group of context-centered
programs was likelier to provide in a fairly even-
handed way all of the opportunities, while another
smaller group of person-centered programs was like-
lier to offer more opportunities for developing iden-
tities and fewer for understanding and participating
in the neighborhood. Still, all the programs provide
youth with an impressive array of opportunities.

The fourth category—self-reported outcomes—com-
monly understood as the benchmarks youth should
attain to reach a healthy adulthood, required a re-
definition of the concept “outcome.” We propose a
radically different notion that acknowledges the op-
pressive conditions in low-income urban commu-
nities and the fact that many youth in these com-
munities already assume adult responsibilities. We
assert that youth program activities are not simply
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a means to youth development, but that they gener-
ate results—products—that are ends in themselves.
We therefore considered as program outcomes the
immediate individual and collective successes, no
matter how transitory, that youth participants ex-
perience. In a country lacking the social will to ad-
dress low-income urban conditions, we contend that
the potential for change lies within the community
through coalitions, alliances, and collaborative proj-
ects undertaken by adults and youth alike. From
this perspective, the notion of outcomes shifts from
a conventional youth-only paradigm to one that in-
separably links youth development with community
development. An analysis of outcomes reported by
program constituents who participated in the open-
ended interviews revealed the richness of programs’
contributions to youth and community development,
with active participation and social contribution top-
ping the list.

Assessing Significant Relationships
among Program Characteristics

In investigating the relationships among these four
sets of variables, we found two significant clusters
that derive from transformative youth development
philosophies and funding sources. The strongest
cluster of relationships centers around transformative
philosophies and involves 19 variables. A transforma-
tive philosophy was most likely to apply in programs
with either 50-100 or more than 300 participants
—those more often located in deteriorated neighbor-
hoods that still offer a sense of safety. Even though
all the programs surveyed exist within a network of
organizational relationships, those with transforma-
tive philosophies were significantly more likely to
have developed such relationships themselves. They
also embodied specific principles: their visions of so-
cial justice were likelier to emphasize equal oppor-
tunities but less likely to emphasize identity aware-
ness, and their visions of youth participation were
likelier to encompass multiple adult/youth interac-
tions. Their program contents not only proved sig-
nificantly more likely to emphasize social critique
but also to provide opportunities that help youth un-
derstand and participate in their communities, ac-
quire communal behaviors, and become agents of
change. Not surprisingly, these more transforma-
tive programs were significantly likelier to produce
social contribution outcomes, albeit not the commu-
nity-building outcomes we initially hoped for, which
would have indicated a stronger community change

focus than that associated with social contribution.
Perhaps even these more transformative programs
are likelier to engage youth in activism and leader-
ship within programs than outside them, in the com-
munity at large.

The second cluster of relationships centers around
primary sources of funding and involves 14 vari-
ables. Foundation-funded programs were likelier to
be located in smaller metropolitan areas with all the
census data indicators of poverty; they not only pro-
vide opportunities for youth to understand and par-
ticipate in their communities, but also engage young
people in making a social contribution as activists
and leaders. Such programs were also more likely to
be newer and larger, but do not necessarily operate
on larger budgets or with more staff. They do, how-
ever, report more adult leadership in comparison to
that found in programs clustering around transfor-
mative philosophies, perhaps because many serve
large groups of young people with fewer resources
and therefore lack time for the process work involved
in nurturing youth leadership. It is worth noting that
the cluster around foundation grants intersects to
some degree with the cluster around transformative
philosophy, because foundations were significantly
likelier to support programs with such philosophies.
Governments were significantly less likely to sup-
port programs with transformative philosophies and,
along with individuals, were likelier to support old-
er programs in larger metropolitan areas with fewer
symptoms of poverty.

Thus, our analysis revealed two partially overlap-
ping clusters of variables around transformative
youth development philosophies and primary source
of funding, which together affect practically all the
significant relationships we found within each of the
four components of the conceptual map. Although
the characteristics of transformative programs do not
entirely align with those of foundation-funded pro-
grams, foundations emerged as the primary enablers
of the most forward-looking programs surveyed.

A Conceptual Map of Transformative
Youth Development Programs

At the outset of our study, we located program prin-
ciples (social justice definitions, youth development
philosophies, and approaches to youth participa-
tion) at the center of a conceptual map, as the com-
ponent that we expected would most affect program
content, context, and outcomes. The significant
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relationships that emerged from the analyses, how-
ever, led us to locate transformative philosophies and
source of funding at the center, as defining factors in
program operation. These two factors affect all the
significant relationships we discovered within cate-
gories, with the exception of neighborhood attach-
ment, which relates to program directors’ residence
and not to one of our central features.

The most transformative programs in our study
clearly have a vital role to play in connecting youth
to their communities. Besides advancing youth de-
velopment, such connectedness can enable young
people and their adult allies to improve challeng-
ing urban conditions. To multiply these programs,
a sea-change is required in the way youth program
designers, evaluators, and funders think about low-
income and minority youth, and thus in how they
think about the programs that can effectively sup-
port their development. Such a change would allow
for a more fruitful deployment of resources currently
invested in programs that fail to engage low-income
and minority youth, especially older youth.

Reflecting upon how to catalyze this new approach
we asked ourselves: (1) How can justice-oriented
youth development advocates—researchers, practi-
tioners, philanthropists, parents, young people—or-
ganize to change prevailing popular and scholarly
notions of low-income and minority youth? (2) How
can this community of advocates mobilize the me-
dia to publicize the accomplishments of low-income
and minority youth? (3) How can more foundations
be convinced to fund community-based, justice-
oriented youth programs? (4) What would make
local and national governments less conservative in
their funding parameters? (5) How can the corpo-
rate community be convinced to fund community-
based, justice-oriented youth programs? (6) Finally,
how can the programs themselves more intentionally
frame guiding principles that reflect their everyday
practices and vice versa?

Recommendations

We propose that:

1. Youth justice advocates organize to change
public opinion. Coalitions of advocates—includ-
ing youth—might speak in a collective voice to
articulate a transformative youth agenda; influ-
ence public policy; influence media depictions
of youth; and lobby to shift public funds away

from treatment-oriented youth programming, so
as to free up more—and more locally responsive
—funding for transformative youth programming.

2. Funders engage in a dialogue with grantees. So
that program constituents are not simply reacting
to predetermined guidelines handed down by the
philanthropic community, but proactively helping
to shape them, funders might sponsor communi-
ty forums and panels to encourage dialogue on
funding guidelines; organize community events
to recognize the accomplishments of youth un-
related to any specific funding initiatives; invite
youth justice advocates—including youth—to col-
laborate on writing RFPs; and include support for
program staff capacity-building and for formative
program evaluations.

3. Youth programs create more compelling narra-
tives. A stronger narrative of an alternative model
for youth development, with a coherent vision of
their organizations, would clarify to funders what
programs believe in and practice, and also what
youth accomplish in the here-and-now to improve
themselves and the deplorable conditions in their
communities. A coherent message would clari-
fy to the business community—now missing-in-
action as funders—how these programs can con-
tribute to their bottom line by preparing indepen-
dent, culturally diverse critical thinkers and do-
ers for the workforce.

4. Researchers conduct large studies of justice-
oriented programs that build and test theory.
Such research might employ youth as ethnogra-
phers in the programs and communities under
study. This strategy would be a cost-effective way
not only to access a youth perspective through
participant observation, face-to-face interviews,
and other in situ methods, but also to create a
national team of young low-income and minor-
ity scholars. Needless to say, longitudinal stud-
ies are needed—a major challenge because: (a)
even short-term research and evaluation of grass-
roots justice-oriented programs lack funding, (b)
funders would need to accept creative research
methods for assessing program outcomes, espe-
cially community achievements, and (c) high-
end development is rapidly displacing and dis-
persing low-income urban populations.

We see these recommendations—youth justice ad-
vocates changing public opinion, funders engaging
in a dialogue with grantees, programs creating more
compelling narratives, and researchers conducting
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large studies that build and test theory—as entirely
interdependent, each necessary to the accomplish-
ment of the others. By presenting empirical evidence
drawn from the beliefs, practices, and accomplish-

ments of a select group of youth programs, we hope
to inspire a multi-faceted approach that will pave the
way toward greater acceptance of a context-centered
approach to youth development.
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