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anywhere learning to prepare youth to adapt and thrive in a rapidly changing and highly connected world. 

research, best practices, grant-making, and innovative programming to design, evaluate, and promote high quality 

line, the evidence-based Youth Program Quality Intervention, is the leading performance management and 

youth development, adult learning, measurement, knowledge management, technical assistance, and lower 
stakes accountability policy.
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Strengthening the Bridge Between Research and Practice
Foreword by Karen Pittman, Co-Founder, President and CEO, Forum for Youth Investment

skills have always mattered to those who ascribe to positive youth development. Voluntary school and 
community-based programs have long been the places families and youth rely on, not only for safety and 

second-class status. So-called soft skills, non-academic skills, and non-cognitive skills hovered outside the realm 
of public accountability.

and emotional skills mattered, lack of evidence that these skills were easily malleable or measurable made them 

But this picture is rapidly changing with a growing body of research studies proving social and emotional skills 
matter and will increasingly play an important role as young people progress into adulthood. These skills are 
linked to increased academic performance and employability and decreased anti-social behavior and mental 

Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality because of our shared belief in the importance of promoting research-
based practice as an alternative to contributing to the proliferation of research-based program models. The 

measuring and replicating program outcomes to distilling and disseminating program practice.

This learning community was incredibly productive: They agreed on a subset of social and emotional skills 
that are both easily observable and relevant to most OST programs, developed practical measures, and tested 
them, knowing that they were running the risk of revealing program weaknesses. They pushed to describe the 

and supported by research. And then, as a bonus, they pushed forward to create a theory of what it takes to 

prevention to boat building.

They pave the way to making readiness broadly marketable to policy makers. By demonstrating the level of 

display what, I believe, needs to be the mandated across settings in which youth spend time: Demonstrate how 

ensure that all young people are ready to meet life’s opportunities and challenges.
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Kids are Drivers, Not Passengers
Foreword by Susan Crown, Chairman and Founder, SCE

Far too many young people are growing up today with challenges that 
are almost insurmountable. Kids contend with poverty, random violence, 
substandard schools, racism, and a scarcity of safe, supportive places 
to hang out. Yet even facing these kinds of challenges, the young people 
highlighted in this guide, like Brenda from the AHA program and Kimo 
from the Philadelphia Wooden Boat Factory, are on the path to success. 

believe the work we have undertaken over the past two years helps us 
move closer to the answer.

Not long ago, success in school meant success in life. We also believed 
that things like grit and determination were traits people were born with, 
not skills that could be developed over time. Over the past few decades, 
hard and soft sciences have produced an impressive body of evidence that 
teaches us two very new, very important things. First, that we can take our 

just as much in determining life satisfaction and success as traditional 

are not only innate. They can be taught. And, they can be learned. 

is about. With the help of the highly regarded David P. Weikart Center, 

empirically tested their components, cycles, methodologies, aspirations, 
and results. We wanted to test the assumption that top notch youth 
programs might have a lot in common. By studying their work, we have 

human beings.

So why do some kids thrive while others struggle? Through our research, 

and supportive environment like the one she found at AHA. And it’s 

support and direct, honest feedback, like Brett Hart of the Philadelphia 
Wooden Boat Factory who taught Kimo the lessons learned from failure 
and provided the chance to try over and succeed. 

to the right destination, we need to become deft at steering, managing 
speed, sensing when to be defensive, to map, to backtrack, even calling 
on a mechanic when something breaks. Getting more youth on this path 

programs we studied as models for this work. 

It is our privilege and pleasure to share what we’ve learned about social 
and emotional learning and to provide a roadmap for practitioners far 
and wide to help all youth unlock their potential, even those with the 
toughest of circumstances. 
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Executive Summary

was designed to identify promising practices for 

empathy, teamwork, initiative, responsibility, and 
problem solving.  The Challenge was a partnership 

in eight unique communities, a team of researchers, 
and a national foundation.

curriculum, their approaches to building social and 

emotional skills have important similarities, and these 

domains as well as four curriculum features that were 

For teens, social and emotional learning helps build 

navigating toward positive futures of their own 
design. Social and emotional skills are the skills for 

PROJECT SEQUENCE
SEL SEQUENCE

Key

STANDARDS 
FOR SEL 
PRACTICE

EMPATHY TEAMWORK INITIATIVE
PROBLEM 
SOLVING

SEL 
CURRICULUM 
FEATURES

PROJECT  
CONTENT 

SEQUENCE

SEL  
CONTENT 

SEQUENCE
SAFE  

SPACE
RESPONSIVE  
PRACTICES

SUPPORTS  
FOR  

STAFF

RESPONSIBILITY
EMOTION 

MANAGEMENT

FOR EACH DOMAIN THERE ARE A SET OF STAFF PRACTICES AND KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES THAT SUPPORT SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILL BUILDING.

RESPONSIVE PRACTICES
SUPPORTS FOR STAFF

SAFE SPACE
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action that help youth on that path. These skills go 

how 
professionals can embed practices that support social 
and emotional learning with greater intentionality. This 
guide is designed to start conversations about the kinds 

in the adolescents they know and care about, and to 
support the adult practices that help these skills to grow.

We hope that readers will use the guide to create and 

in their OST programs and networks. The guide is 
designed for readers to use on their own terms and 

to readers is provided at the end of the introduction. 

performance measures used in the Challenge and a 

tools are available at .

GLOSSARY GLOSSARY TERMS  
ARE HIGHLIGHTED AND DEFINED WHERE THEY FIRST APPEAR IN THE REPORT, AND ARE ALSO FOUND IN THE GLOSSARY ON PAGE 212. 

• A DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF METHODS AND FINDINGS FOR ALL ASPECTS OF THE SEL CHALLENGE IS AVAILABLE  
IN THE TECHNICAL REPORT FOR SEL CHALLENGE FROM THE WEIKART CENTER, AVAILABLE AT SELPRACTICES.ORG.

• ADDITIONAL TOOLS AND SUPPORTS ARE AVAILABLE ONLINE AT SELPRACTICES.ORG AND FROM THE WEIKART CENTER.

ADDITIONAL 
TOOLS AND 
INFORMATION QUOTE AS YOU READ

KEY YOUTH 
EXPERIENCES

STAFF  
PRACTICES
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 PART ONE. 

INTRODUCTION
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1.0 About the Guide 
Imagine this scene: The public school district, city government, and 

 
social and emotional learning (SEL) skills for adolescents in the 

This scenario is playing out as states, cities, and communities across the United States marshal their resources 
to help their most vulnerable youth thrive. However, many communities also struggle to make investments that 
support diverse providers and agencies to build momentum, increase scale, demonstrate progress, and tell others 

Our goal was to produce a framework that integrated multiple languages 

plain language that could help professionals talk to each other, and to 
youth, about what social and emotional skills are and how they might be 

out-of-school
 that were studied 

building social and emotional skills have important similarities, which are 
the standards

We hope that OST systems and communities will use the Challenge 

The sector has invested in quality improvement systems that are well 

alike in conversations about the kinds of social and emotional skills they 

the skills that constitute a resilient identity and a sense of agency in the places and pathways of early adulthood. 

Social and Emotional Learning: 

Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL): 
the process through which children and 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary 
to understand and manage emotions, 
set and achieve positive goals, feel and 

maintain positive relationships, and make 

An 
same group of youth and adults 
meeting over multiple sessions for 

We use the phrase “standards for SEL 
practice” and the term “standards” 

practitioners, and (3) were supported in the 

practice and multiple practice indicators 

The term out-of-school time is 
used to refer to settings variously 

camps, and sports; many mentoring, 
tutoring, apprenticeship, and workforce 
development programs; programs for 
disconnected and homeless youth; and 

About the Guide 5
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1.1 Overview of the SEL Challenge

OST programs, the David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality, and technical consultants. The 

and then to share this information in a way that helps OST professionals, and others, develop a clearer 

WHY FOCUS ON SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL SKILLS FOR ADOLESCENTS?
Social and emotional skills are important. 

to a wide range of positive outcomes. Perhaps more importantly, the ability to intentionally shift focus away from 
environmental cues that cause reactive or negative emotional responses, or to choose to be in environments 

adolescents use self-regulatory powers to ignore distractions or to choose environments that have higher 
developmental potential, they are often referred to as having agency.  Social and emotional skills are action skills.

The evidence is in. 
While we have much to learn about social and emotional skills, we also have a great deal of evidence already. 

of skills and outcomes, such as improved attitudes about self and others, increased prosocial behavior, lower 
levels of problem behaviors and emotional distress, and improved academic performance.
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SEL DOMAINS

about individual social and emotional skills.

PARTICIPANTS

freedom to mount the program designs they believe will build social and 

serving vulnerable
4

wide variety of curriculum content, from outdoor adventure to youth 

array of risk factors in their everyday lives.

 

8 YOUTH SERVING ORGANIZATIONS

7 STATES

20–75 SESSIONS

8–11 MONTHS

14–19 YEARS OLD

Emotion 
Management

aware of and 
constructively 

positive and 
challenging 

Empathy
Relating to 
others with 
acceptance, 

understanding, 
and sensitivity 
to their diverse 

perspectives 
and 

Teamwork

and coordinate 
action with 

Responsibility
Dispositions 

commitments 

challenging 

Initiative
Capacities to 
take action, 

sustain 
motivation, 

and persevere 
through 

challenge 
toward an 

Problem Solving

strategize, and 
implement 

Overview 7
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ORGANIZATION OFFERING YOUTH

NAME CONTENT SESSIONS AGES YOUTH CHARACTERISTICS AND RISK**

AHA! Attitude, 
Harmony, Achievement 

Girls’ 
Relationship 
Wisdom 
Group

Group Self-
Improvement

Latina/Hispanic, girls, divorced 
parents

Boys & Girls Clubs of 
Greater Milwaukee
Milwaukee, WI

Can You 
Hear Us 
Now?

Poetry and 
Community 
Service violence

Philadelphia Wooden 
Boat Factory 
Philadelphia, PA

Boat Build 
and Sail Club

Boat building 
apprenticeship neglect

The Possibility Project*
New York, NY

Afterschool 
Program

Theater and 
Community 
Service LGBT, foster care

Voyageur Outward 
Bound School*
Saint Paul, MN

Strive 
Forward 

Outdoor 
Adventure

African American boys, low 
socioeconomic status

Wyman 

Teen 
Outreach 
Program*

Life Skills and 
Service Learning

Low-income, often single parent, 
primarily students of color

Youth on Board 
Somerville, MA

Working 
Group policy in Boston

Low socioeconomic status, 
students of color

YWCA Boston 
Boston, MA

Youth 
Leadership 
Initiative 

Diverse ethnic, gender, religion

* Widely replicated curriculum or program model
** Language drawn from Challenge applications
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METHOD

each site. The method consisted of three parts: 

• 

• 

• 

The Technical Report details the methodology and provides guidance for other entities to implement their own 

IDENTIFICATION OF EXEMPLARY PROGRAMS
 The ability 

level of detail and with evidence. Beginning with the letter of intent and then the invited application, we asked 

STANDARDS FOR SEL PRACTICES
practices entailed mapping of the targeted 

content and thematic analyses and iteratively reviewed in the Challenge 
learning community. The published work of Reed Larson and colleagues 
provided the primary evidence base and a starting framework for 
development of the application process, the interview questions, and, 
ultimately, the standards. The Larson et al. framework is anchored in the voices of adolescents themselves in 
hundreds of interviews conducted during this nearly two-decade research program. We provide references for 

work further if they want to learn more about individual youth skill development processes in each domain, which 
directly complement the focus on practice in this guide.

Because our intent was to describe curriculum and practice related to learning social and emotional skills, we 

supported in the evidence base.  

PERFORMANCE STUDIES
 were selected 

to describe the quality of management practice, the quality of instructional practice, and change in youth 

comparisons to normative performance benchmarks, and we engaged Challenge teams in a continuous 

practices 

emotion) and program structures that the 

program structures necessary to produce 

Overview 9
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FINDINGS

performance studies.

Standards for SEL Practice

standards for practice 
practice indicators

curriculum features
are discussed in detail in Part Two of this guide and have substantial 
alignment with features named in prior research on adolescent 
development and positive youth development.

The standards are presented within the framework of key youth experience and . Key youth 

Performance Studies
performance studies: The quality of 

are of unusually high quality and where there is evidence of youth skill 

Use of selected performance 
measures at an individual OST 

management and instructional practices 
as well as change in youth skills to produce 
a performance report used during a 

performance report includes comparisons 

The lowest level descriptor for an 
Practice 

indicators 

10 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



1.2 Using the Guide and other Challenge Resources
Whether you are an OST leader, an educator, or just passionate about helping young people reach their 

can connect to a virtual learning community.

FOR GENERAL READERS

the content of the standards. Then dig in to Part Two of the guide where the standards and practice indicators 
are presented. Finally, review one or more of the case studies in Part Three to better understand the kind of 

FOR EDUCATORS WHO BUILD, DELIVER, AND IMPROVE SEL CURRICULUM

team. Notes for curriculum builders are provided below.

FOR USE IN CONTINUOUS QUALITY IMPROVEMENT SYSTEMS (QIS)

with adolescents. Aligned performance measures and performance 
improvement tools are available in the Technical Report for SEL Challenge 

Report, and online resources comprise the suite of resources produced 

QIS

QIS typically 
consists of four elements: 
Standards for good performance, 
performance measures and reports, an 
annual continuous improvement cycle, 
and supports and incentives necessary to 

Using the Guide 11
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Things to consider while viewing the standards

present the standards in a uniform format can obscure some important nuance in the content. Importantly, 
we think the ideas presented in this guide are sound. However, these standards are not clinical procedures and 
were not developed as responses to any set of diagnosable conditions. Here are some things to keep in mind:

many variations on the practices described in this guide can be used to 

Youth are key players in their own social and emotional learning

heard from all of the Challenge partners, adults are often only the facilitators of youth’s own active process of 
growing social and emotional skills.

Youth skills often develop in a sequence and/or hierarchy
Within the domains, the individual standards describe the building of youth skills as a sequence and/or 

resolution.

Relative importance and sequence of the standards is locally determined

the guide should support.

Using the standards in quality improvement systems

program cycles. In particular, we hope that OST systems already working on quality improvement will 

As you read, consider:
 »
support youth to practice social 
and emotional skills in this domain?

 »

work with?

12 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



• standards for good performance, 

• performance measures and reports, 

• an annual continuous improvement cycle, and 

• supports and incentives necessary to implement the prior elements. 

These QIS have established accountability models that adopt a lower-stakes approach for the improvement of 

building their skills without the fear of unfair sanctions. These evidence-based, lower stakes QIS models7 can be 

This guide is designed as a support for an annual quality improvement cycle, as a set of standards that describe best 

performance reports are detailed in the Technical Report and available on the accompanying online resource.

For users of the Youth Program Quality Intervention, an alignment of Weikart Center’s Program Quality 

a system of continuous quality improvement with one or more of these components, you might consult the 
Wallace Foundation’s Building Citywide Systems for Quality: A Guide and Case Studies for Afterschool Leaders.

SEL STRENGTHS BUILDER
Additional resources at 

Use the standards to self-assess. 

• Who are our youth and which social and emotional skills could really help them achieve greater agency in their 
lives? What does it look like when these youth are demonstrating these skills in our program?

• Are there opportunities for these youth to practice these skills in our program? What changes to the 
curriculum would increase opportunities to practice these social and emotional skills?

• 
Which standards do we enact very well? Where are our weaknesses? Given the needs of our youth, where do 
we need to improve?

• Are we biased? Is there any systematic reason why we might rate one youth lower or higher than another?

Plan with SEL performance information. The self-assessment conversations feed into a cycle that can lead 
to an improvement plan that suggests changes in practice and better use of moments in the curriculum where 

eight Challenge programs. What is your curriculum map?

Identify system supports. For sustainable change, professional development and assessments should be 
aligned and integrated into the annual cycle with skill-focused professional development available to help build 
skills and knowledge. 

Learn more at . 

Using the Guide 13
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PART T WO. 

STANDARDS FOR  
SEL PRACTICE
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• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• Learning to tough things out, endure setbacks, and persevere through tedious work. 

The curriculum features and standards for practice presented in this guide are intended to help adults who 

standard

supported in the evidence base. In this guide, each standard consists 

Key youth experiences

 

We use the phrase “standards for SEL 
practice” and the term “standards” 

practitioners, and (3) were supported in the 

practice and multiple practice indicators 

15
SEL STANDARDS



indicator.

Abilities to be aware of and constructively handle both positive and 
challenging emotions.

Key youth experiences
• Youth experience a range 

of positive and negative 
emotions in a safe context.

• Youth have opportunities 
to practice and develop 
healthy and functional 
emotion skills.

• 
structure of daily activities 
to accommodate youth’s 
processing of emotion.

• 
strategies within the 
context of caring, mutually-
respectful relationships 
with youth.

• 
youth about handling and 
learning from their ongoing 
emotional experiences.

Relating to others with acceptance, understanding, and sensitivity 
to their diverse perspectives and experiences.

Key youth experiences
• Youth explore social 

structure and power in 
relation to themselves and 
others.

• Youth share their stories 
and listen to the stories of 
others.

• Youth practice relating to 
others with acceptance and 
understanding. 

• 
with appropriate structure 
for sharing experience and 
promoting equity.

• 
with youth.

Abilities to collaborate and coordinate action with others.

Key youth experiences
• Youth develop group 

cohesion and trust.
• Youth participate in 

successful collaboration.
• Youth manage challenges 

to creating and maintaining 

relationships.

• 
norms and structure. 

• 
with youth.

• 
as needed to foster or 
sustain youth-led group 
dynamics and successful 
collaboration.

EMOTION 
MANAGEMENT

EMPATHY

TEAMWORK

“I used to think of this program 

—PWBF Youth Focus  
Group participant

concepts of empathy, you have 

empathetically for something that 

Greater Milwaukee

“When it comes to teamwork 

allow youth to work together 
as a team and then process out 
their experience as a team, so that 
they’re not only understanding the 

16 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



Curriculum features

Challenge participants frequently described these features as non-negotiable.

Our method was focused on identifying practices within

RESPONSIBILITY

INITIATIVE

PROBLEM SOLVING

obligations of challenging roles.

Key youth experiences
• Youth take on roles and 

obligations within program 
activities.

• 
demands.

• Youth draw on resources to 

internalize accomplishment.

• 
open-ended roles for youth.

• 
own roles.

• 
expectations, respect 
youth’s ownership of their 
roles, and provide help only 
as needed.

Capacities to take action, sustain motivation, and persevere through 

Key youth experiences
• Youth set ambitious and 

realistic goals.
• Youth develop and sustain 

motivation by doing work 
that matters to them.

• Youth have experiences 
persevering through the ups 

• 
assistance to help youth 
develop motivation within 
the work. 

• 
persist through challenging 
work, making sure that 

achievement is recognized.

Abilities to plan, strategize, and implement complex tasks.

Key youth experiences
• 

that involve organizing 
actions over time.

• Youth learn through cycles 
of strategic planning, 
execution, responding to 
emergent problems, trial 

outcomes.
• 

outcomes of their work 
provide information that 
helps build and verify youth 
skills.

• 
structure to youth-driven 

• 
for youth to observe models 
of successful work.

• 
needed, to help youth learn 
and solve problems on their 
own.

• 

“While on course, students have 
an opportunity to use their 
leadership styles as a leader 

day, there is an opportunity to give 

the group thought that they did well 
and what they thought they could 

to take ownership for who they want to 

—Laura Greenlee Karp, Voyageur 
Outward Bound School

the service learning as it makes 

we did that, and now what are you 
guys interested in doing, and how do 

trying to engage the youth voice as 

you’re trying to do it in a way that is 

—Allison Williams, Wyman

to the administration to talk 

wanted to do and then they kept 
getting delayed, and so every time 
they’d set a date, there was another 

date forward which was frustrating, 

could they address them so that the 

—Beth Chandler, YWCA Boston

17
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2.1 SEL Curriculum Features 

curriculum

• 
• 

operations.
• 

• 
• 
• Youth master social and emotional skills and experience increasing agency.

• 
making) and sharing of emotions.

• 
important in which people actively care for, appreciate, and include each other.

• 
• 

structured and predictable experience.

• 
• 

individual youth.
• 

• 
• 

implement responsive practices.
• 

session activities and regularly debrief following each session to discuss youth 

• 
• 

through a continuous improvement process.

PROJECT CONTENT 
SEQUENCE

RESPONSIVE 
PRACTICES

SEL CONTENT 
SEQUENCE

SUPPORTS  
FOR STAFF

SAFE SPACE

to the developmental and learning 

features highlighted in the guide include 
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CONTENT SEQUENCES

arrow represents the 
SEL content sequence is 

of how the project sequence, which is designed to build the technical skills of carpentry as youth build a boat 
from scratch, presents opportunities for social and emotional skills as youth work together towards shared 
goals, deal with frustrations and setbacks, and tackle problems together.

Shop safety

Empathy
Teamwork

Optimal
engagement,
complexity,

consequences

Emotion
Management

Problem
Solving

Measurement

Wood Selection
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Project Content Sequence

1. Staff shape the offering work with youth input, often requiring youth ownership.

2. Staff shape the offering work with complex goals and/or a complex sequence of operations.

3. Staff shape the offering work with repetitive skill practice in diverse contexts.

employ these skills across the campaigns they work on in the Boston Public Schools. At the Philadelphia Wooden 

from raw materials. The project content sequence feature includes three practice indicators:

It’s not about young people getting placed in our program and intervening or injecting ideas and things that 

learning really is up to them. We do our part, but we cannot and will not do it for them.

 that is just beyond 
what the young person can do by him or herself and just within what 

provides opportunities for social and emotional skill building by requiring 
youth to solve problems, take initiative, follow through, and manage the 

pieces of wood together, and the angle where they join is not a square 
angle, but it might have a bevel in two directions. This is probably the 

about it, and I think you and I probably have pretty good abstract 
thinking abilities. So you have to think in ways that really challenge 
your mind. When I’m working on a boat I get smoke coming out of my 

contexts.
The project content sequence can also be set up to provide multiple 

4,000  THE NUMBER OF TIMES 
YOUTH AT PWBF YOUTH  

CONDUCT MEASUREMENT TO BUILD A BOAT.

200  THE NUMBER OF  
SPEAKING ENGAGEMENTS YOUTH AT YOB 

MAKE TO POLITICAL REPRESENTATIVES  
TO MOUNT A CAMPAIGN.

400 THE NUMBER OF COMMUNITY 
SERVICE LEARNING HOURS  

YOUTH AT WYMAN COMPLETE TO  
PROVIDE A COMMUNITY SERVICE. 

15,000  THE NUMBER OF 
REHEARSAL HOURS  

YOUTH PUT IN FOR THE  
PERFORMANCE AT TPP.

700 THE NUMBER OF  
HOURS SPENT PLANNING MEETINGS  

AT YWCA BOSTON (YW BOSTON).
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pattern rather than linearly . This means learners build and rebuild a skill as they encounter new tasks or 

skills are necessary to achieve the goals of the project content sequence.

SEL Content Sequence

1. The offerings follow a progression through the SEL domains.

2. Offerings are structured for youth to engage their community.

3. Youth master social and emotional skills and experience increasing agency.

By design, the project content sequence presents opportunities for parallel social and emotional learning to 

practice indicators:

deepening the meaning for our youth and giving them a subtle understanding of these key concepts.

making, and relationships directly address a variety of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills. These often 
involve activities promoting self-awareness, as well as awareness of others’ perspectives. Several lesson 
plans address preparing for community service learning and challenge young people to listen for and 
understand the perspective of family members, other adults, community members, the elderly, etc.

Julie Thayer, InIt program manager at YW Boston, added:

During Immersion Week, the understanding of their own identity and the identities of others is a major 
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youth the opportunity to demonstrate their skills. Youth also connect to a relevant community and receive 
feedback and validation from that community. These are moments for adolescent identity development 
as youth begin having ideas about how others see them that portray the youth as skilled and valuable in a 
community

So when our youth look around and they think about the community around them, they want to make the 
world a better place not just for themselves but for their little brothers and sisters, the kids they see. But most 
of our young people start out sort of ignorant and hopeless around making an impact in their community. They 

3. Youth master social and emotional skills and experience increasing agency.

to refer to agency
of social and emotional skills, they are successfully regulating their 

learning. We really talk with them about that as a goal that we’re collectively working towards. We have many 

learning. They have a voice in planning, identifying some sort of a need, and connecting that need with what 
they want to do. They really have the sense of where and how their participation in the community service 
learning makes an impact on others.

and contingency plans with community allies, and demonstrating multi-faceted youth engagement in action. 

range planning, evaluating feasibility, perseverance, and adapting to a constantly shifting landscape.

The concept of agency also refers to 
the experience of control in their own 
lives that youth experience when they 
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Safe Space 

1. Staff cultivate ground rules for group processes (e.g. listening, turn-taking, decision-making) and sharing of emotions.

2. Staff cultivate a culture around the principles that all are different, equal, and important, in which people actively care for, 
appreciate, and include each other.

3. Staff cultivate a culture where learning from mistakes and failures is highly valued.

4. Staff organize consistent routines, activities, roles, or procedures to provide a structured and predictable experience.

Building a safe environment using a whole-group structure is especially pertinent to adolescents, who are 

establish and a direct result of the social and emotional learning that happens in the programs. The safe space 

The Safe Space feature includes four practice indicators:

emotions.
Agreeing on and reinforcing group norms for communication creates an environment where youth feel heard, 

It’s really deepening the sense of empathies by having people not interrupted and not challenged when they 

instead of what happens in normal social discourses: the back and forth, the interrupting, and the distractions.

What goes on in the program stays in the program. It’s a huge dynamic. Particularly with social media, 

them, [but] it might not have been great for the person in the group or somebody else who was impacted by it.

actively care for, appreciate, and include each other.

Cultivating this sense of belonging has been shown to be a critical element of youth’s positive development . 

. Here’s how one 

You can tell that they genuinely care because they’ll check in on you. They remember the things that you 

week later they’ll never talk about that again. They’re still there. They’re still checking in.

listening, as each participant learns about the realities of young life and has the opportunity to connect and 
understand his/her cast members.
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Making it clear that youth will receive support when they try new things or make an error encourages youth to 

part of the learning process, and an opportunity for youth to grow their skills. Brett Hart at PWBF said:

If we focused on protecting our students from making mistakes, we would cheat them of the opportunity to 
recover from failure.

Laura Greenlee Karp, program coordinator at VOBS, described the importance of failure in her program:

Outward Bound thinks failure is very important and how you deal with failure is very important. We as 
instructors set a goal that we know is going to be hard for the group so that we can coach them on how 
to deal with that challenge or failure. They learn to face the adversity as a learning opportunity. It’s the 
students who are addressing the mistakes or the failure, and then the instructors are helping them have a 
conversation about it and turn that perceived failure into a gained asset.

analyses of their own challenges:

thought they were capable of doing is set too high, we’re just really real. I try to be transparent, so that we 

invested, and that’s what we want them to feel.

The virtue of them being teenagers is that there’s a mistake a week. Our philosophy is it’s the ruptures that 
actually create the possibility of us becoming whole people. We’re all about making mistakes, and we really talk 
to the kids about that, and there’s no problem making mistakes or from having setbacks. It’s how we recover.
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What we found over all these years, and especially for teen brain development, is that consistency, reliability, 

them settle in and learn how to calm their minds.

embedded social and emotional skills. Laura Greenlee Karp described the procedure this way:

We do a tone set at the beginning and a debrief at the end of every interaction that we have with the 

that the instructors help the students discover the take-home point. We’ll do that through a conversation 

everybody to go around the group and tell me how they’re going to take the leadership work they did here 

Responsive Practice

1. Staff observe and interact in order to know youth deeply.

2. Staff provide structure for check-ins to actively listen to and receive feedback from individual youth.

3. Staff coach, model, scaffold, and facilitate in real time as challenges occur.

Importantly, during moments of challenge, youth also work through tough spots in their store of past social 

on the youth if they are struggling. In other cases, the content sequence moves forward and the tough spot is 

working with. The responsive practice feature has three practice indicators:

Our starting point in terms of our understanding of the youth and where they’re at socially/emotionally is up 

they are. We try not to make assumptions about them or who they are. We try to listen and really understand.
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Victoria Guidi at PWBF shared how central it is to her work to know the youth well:

We try to create a very inviting, loving atmosphere where we really get to know them. We’re genuinely interested 
in who they are and how they’re feeling and what their days have been like and how their weekends have been.

structured check-ins with individual youth or groups of youth in order to get to know them better, follow up 
on issues in their lives that have surfaced, and to ensure that youth are feeling included and engaged in the 

AHA! 
always start with 

brings each participant’s voice 
into the meeting, welcoming 
both the pleasures and pains of 

teaching others to listen non-
judgmentally and empathically.

Boys and Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee
communicating with a teen one-on-one to determine the 
meaning of their emotion that day. No matter what the 

keep coming back to the program largely in part because they know the 

important part of the group.

Philadelphia Wooden Boat Factory

start their time together by eating a 
meal, a way to ensure that the youth are 
receiving the nourishment they need and 
also an opportunity to check in with the 
youth emotionally.

The Possibility Project
cast engages in one-on-ones: 
conversations between pairs of 

his/her partner B. When B is done answering, B 

minutes. At the end, everyone scrambles and 
switches partners for a second round of one-on-
ones. Participants are instructed to ask questions 
from a place of curiosity about the person across 
from them.

Voyageur Outward Bound School 

the two-hour program where participants spend time 

what they’re learning and what they’re taking away 
from the program.

Wyman
the story behind a one-on-one 

facilitator’s camp nickname was Simba. He started 

like someone was having a hard time, he would just 
tap them on the shoulder and pull them out to the 

Youth on Board
Group is a time for the youth on the 
Working Group to share and listen to 
each other’s struggles, successes, and 

throughout the school year. This peer support group 
provides an opportunity for students to learn 
peer-counseling techniques, work through 
interpersonal issues, and cope with the institutional 
barriers they face in and outside of school.

YW Boston
Meetings are small group meetings 
every two weeks at students’ schools 
to work toward the implementation 

of the students’ community action projects. These 

determine whether students are processing and 
applying the skills addressed during program days. 

guidance and skill reinforcement.
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Responsive practices

Facilitating. 
assist a group in thinking about the way its members work together and help to ensure that group meetings run 

Allison Williams described the role of facilitators at Wyman:

and learn. The facilitators’ role includes:

• 
strategic questions, dialogue, and modeling.

• 

• 

• Allowing learners to take active roles.

• Focusing on feelings and attitudes as well as information.

Victoria Guidi at PWBF added:

It’s a lot of making sure that everyone’s voice is heard and that everyone knows we’re all an important part of 
this project.

required for successful and respectful facilitating:

of the instructors had the large group, while the other instructor asked these two young men to come and 
help her with something. This created the space to be able to talk with them about what was occurring. It 

them that this student has special needs. We have to facilitate in a way to create empathy for that student. 

Once the group has come together, is able to function, and has its own authority, the instructors will then 

instructors will provide the space and the guidance and the opportunities, but the students get to own and 

the student’s heads and we’ve got to come up with a Plan B fast. In that case, it means bringing them all back 
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have a discussion about that and throw out ideas, 

think we should do to make sure that we don’t 
fall apart as a team, that we’re still all on board 

Modeling. 
characteristics, or skills they intend for the youth 
to emulate or develop. Julie Thayer at YW Boston 

appropriate interpersonal relationships:

be described as a mentoring relationship. We put 
a strong emphasis on setting clear boundaries 
so that youth workers can build rapport and 
relationships with the youth while also meeting 
professional obligations, such as ensuring youths’ 

authority when needed.

Often modeling for youth comes from returning 

artistic director, at TPP’s Afterschool Program, 

If our youth leadership team, called the Production 
Team, doesn’t show up on time for their 
Production Team meetings, our cast is going to 

production team meetings, I guarantee you our 

they’re in it and we’re doing this together, the cast 

translates to their cast.

Coaching. 
encouragement that is respectful of youth’s autonomy. Beth Chandler, vice president of programs at YW Boston, 

At YW Boston, much of the content is focused on raising awareness of disparities among social groups, and 
an important part of the work is to help the youth think about steps they can take to address systemic issues 

After a meeting takes place, we’ll list the pluses and deltas and key learnings. After a big action we’ll debrief 
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1. 

2. There is more than one staff member in every program session with the ability to implement responsive practices.

3. Staff work together before each program session to plan and collaborate on the session activities and regularly debrief 
following each session to discuss youth progress, staff response, and adjustments for future sessions.

4. Staff are supported to grow professionally and rejuvenate energy for the work.

5. 

process at TPP:

Why do we choose someone for our program? They do a simple written application and there may be 
something about what they write about or what they’re interested in that lets us know they have a story 
to tell or an idea they want to shout out loud. It may be the fact that they have a huge attitude inside the 

of a group as possible, and that’s it.

What we’re looking for is two parts. One is there’s a lot of youth who have heard of us by now, and they’re 

program and we don’t want to be. Now we have a whole subset of youth whose parents bribe them or bring 

understand what’s possible for them. So those are the two groups. 

Common elements for most of the programs include recruiting youth who are interested in the content of 

focus on individual youth and apply responsive practices, while the project content sequence moves forward for 
the rest of the students supported by another adult.
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in these programs are in constant communication to discuss adjustments to the curriculum, how to address concerns 

and so doing? Will you reach out to someone? They seemed a little upset when they left. Let’s make sure we 

adjust? So on an ongoing basis we really encourage them to use that plan, do, learn, adjust cycle. And just 
keep that going all the way through.

connection with that participant.

When we leave the students, we sit down and do a thorough course debrief and take notes of observations 
about what worked and what we need to do better. We discuss what was going on with each of the students 

of things to consider. We have a record of what worked well, not so well, and student engagement. This 
happens both on the pre and post end of things.

program to process their own emotions, issues, traumas, etc., but to seek the counseling and support they 
need to do this outside of the sessions. This way they can fully engage with and support for the youth while in 

internal learning communities, and regular supervisory check-ins that include discussion of general well-being. 

It helps them decrease stress so they don’t take it home to their families. It helps them be their best at work. 

from a good feeling in life. And they feel really valued and loved, not as work objects but as colleagues.
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[The support] helps them relieve stress. I think it’s very painful sometimes to listen to some of the stories. 
Like the closer you get to the young people, the more you learn about their lives. It helps them think about 
how to process things.

La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program manager of social 

balances supporting the needs of youth with the well-

I support the kids, but I also support my team. 

know we’ve got a lot going on, but I do appreciate, 
so a part of this is supporting the individual, 
the immediate team of facilitators who work 
alongside you.

on and improve their practices through a continuous 
improvement process.

improvement that it took several years to perfect. 

and some include published manuals and support 

been subjected to evaluation, ranging from customer 

can read more about each program’s history and 
evaluation in the Case Narratives. Natalie Cooper at 
BGCGM said:

It’s important when we’re talking about social and 
emotional learning that the management of it is 
a challenge and I think it’s important for people 
to know that sometimes we don’t know what 
we’re doing, but we know that it works, if that 
makes sense. So if it’s just pulling from years of 

how we got there but we know that doing things a 
particular way works for the needs of our kids. So 
we’re still trying to hone in to create a formula. We 
have a structure, and I hope that that’s going to be 
okay until we can really dig deep to process what 
that formula could look like. 

SEVERAL OF THE CHALLENGE PROGRAMS 
ARE REPLICATED MODELS
During the national replication of the program 

Wyman’s Teen Outreach Program 
participated in several empirical research studies 
to evaluate both the behavioral outcomes and 
the process mechanisms that lead to positive 
outcomes for TOP participants. Read about the 
studies and future plans for additional research at: 
www.wymancenter.org.

VOBS is a member of Outward Bound USA, the 

United States. The national network of regional 
schools across the country operate in collaborative 
partnership with Outward Bound USA to assure 
consistent program standards across all schools 
and to ensure that Outward Bound safety practices, 

system, Outward Bound schools build upon rich 
local legacies, intimate knowledge of their respective 
course areas and close ties with the communities 

weave the thread of character, leadership and ethic 
of service into the fabric of the local community. 
Read more at www.outwardbound.org. 

YW Boston’s Youth Leadership Initiative is an 
adaptation of the national model of Anytown, 

and spread through the National Conference for 

NCCJ’s Anytown is designed to educate, liberate, 

community builders.

TPP has been replicated by 

abroad. Programs have taken place in Charlotte, 

still currently operating in Charlotte and Rochester.
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2.2 Emotion Management Practices
Abilities to be aware of, and constructively handle, both positive and challenging emotions.

INTRODUCTION

of social injustice. For the former, the goal is helping youth learn to manage their emotions in ways that are 
functional for the work. In the latter, the developmental goals may be helping youth learn to process a range of 

management is also about managing the situations that may trigger emotions  for youth as well as being attuned 
to emotions in ways that allow one to harness the valuable information and motivation they can provide.

young people may not fully comprehend, particularly if their social and emotional skills are less developed. 
At the same time, recent research has established that emotions can serve positive functions, including 

, promoting and regulating social interactions , and 
providing useful information that assists with mature decision making . Although emotional development 
begins in infancy, adolescence is an important time when youth are able to acquire new metacognitive and 

harness them. Because puberty can increase emotional intensity , it is a particularly critical period for teens 
to learn emotion management skills.

Research shows that this array of emotion-related skills is vital to mental health, positive relationships, 
school achievement, adult work, and general well-being. Youth programs that successfully teach emotion 

writing, role playing, and group share. They also have opportunities to learn about these emotions, what 

supports learning and growth.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

advance the program work.

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

MODELING. 
relationships with youth.

respectfully acknowledging and validating emotions in others.

COACHING. 

using deep understanding of youth and their emotional styles to monitor, appraise, and respond in the 

suggesting strategies for dealing with them.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

project’s timeline. They may also feel the elation that comes from success or a powerful idea. Sometimes youth 

approach or community service projects that did not meet original goals. Rachel Gunther, associate director at 

We worked all spring to convince state legislators to pass the Governor’s budget, which included progressive 

progressive measures did not pass, and there was disappointment in advocacy groups across the state and 

celebrated the important advances we did make and continued to identify opportunities where we could 

the types of challenges it can create. Youth in project-based programs like YOB and PWBF learn not just to cope 
with emotions but also to anticipate them and use these anticipated emotions as valuable cues about where 

.

production, and the conversation turned to the recent news events regarding Trayvon Martin, a young, 
unarmed African American male who was shot and killed by a neighbor. La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program 
manager of social emotional learning, shared her observations of the interaction:

As the discussion went on, it became clear that our African American males don’t feel safe around law 
enforcement. They don’t feel like they can trust them because if they move or act in a certain way it could 
mean their life because life on the street is tougher on the African American male. Then it came out that 
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one of the youth’s uncles had been killed. It was 
emotional. Depending on how personal it is for 
them, it becomes a real discussion about how that 
issue has impacted their personal lives.

The discussion became an opportunity for youth to 

fear also helped youth cultivate important moral 
sensibilities about perceived social injustices.

happiness, is also a necessary skill. These emotions 
can strengthen groups, help youth to be more open to 
new ways of thinking creatively, and can be a source 
of motivation. An important component of many of 

accomplished work. Although it plays a role in initiative 

success may elicit emotional responses from youth. At 
BGCGM, La’Ketta Caldwell reported:

believe that you’re going to do what you say you’re 
going to do because they’ve been let down so often. 

The delegates and the counselors were standing in a circle, holding hands and sharing something about that week 

. These 

RANGE OF EMOTIONS. 

is critical to youth’s learning about emotions. This culture creates norms and rules among program members 
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emotion. At PWBF, the day starts with mindfulness meditation that helps youth let go of everything else and 
focus on themselves, their feelings, and the work. One youth commented on the atmosphere at PWBF and why 
it made sharing of emotions feel safe:

It’s a very peaceful environment. There’s no yelling. There’s no screaming. I mean, you may do something wrong, but 
you’re not going to get yelled at for it. You’re just going to be led in the right direction of how to do it the right way.

I used to think of this program as more of an outlet, too. Whenever I used to have a bad day, I needed to 

some of the anger or depression you have. It really helps you control yourself.

guard and build deeper relationships:

You know you can trust them so you’re just going to say [whatever you want] because whatever you say stays 
in the room. So, just like if you’re feeling some type of way, you can just speak and ain’t nobody going to 
judge you. They’re just going to support you. 

they made me feel like I could trust people. They showed me that they was here for me. I used to not think 
nobody was there for me. I used to be angry at the world and lash out on people. [At CYHUN] I told people 

them to pay attention to their emotions and provide them with a safe space in which emotions can be 

punished, leading to emotional denial or stunted emotional development.
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EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

to identify patterns of emotional responses. Over time, these patterns can help youth to identify the cues in their 

emotion. Being able to name emotions allows them to be discussed and enables youth to learn from each other.

emotional awareness and understanding:

to identify cues that they have in their bodies around anger and fear. We do the work around the healthy 

giving you an opportunity to really get out what you want to get out, while also sort of pushing you to get out 
what you might be holding back.

My family is not supportive about showing emotions or being peppy. We do have fun and we do love each 
other, but we don’t show it as much as we should. I’ve learned it isn’t so great living this way. Outward Bound 
gave me a reason to not only be open to my own emotions, but to others as well. It showed me that it’s okay 

not only be dependent, but also independent.

I remember in my Ally [Leadership Program] group we learned how to know what emotion you’re feeling 

learned how to know when I’m feeling sad or when I’m feeling mad or when I’m feeling happy. It sounds kind 
of obvious that you would have to know how to do that, but once they actually [teach you to] do that, you 
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emotions:

your emotions by yourself. So you also work on your vocabulary and your ability to describe things.

emotions within themselves and constructively share those emotions with others.

EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

may include both immediate and recent situational events and conditions that triggered the emotions, as well as 

program director, provided feedback to a youth participant about his poor performance as a team leader. 
The youth’s reaction was a decision to step down as team leader and leave the program. Upon hearing this, 
Victoria requested a one-on-one discussion and learned that the youth’s father consistently put him down 
and he never felt good enough:

doing a good job of being the team leader, I thought back to my dad. You know, when I think about it, the 
relationship that I have with my dad and never being good enough and then hearing that from you triggered 
that reaction, which was really, really hard. I was stuck for the entire weekend. I have deep-rooted feelings 

After Victoria and the youth had an open, honest discussion, he decided he was going to stay on as team leader. 

move beyond what had been a major obstacle in his life.

to learn, that it’s not just about getting to the top. It’s that self-management that connects to the social 

to get through that correct move, there’s still a ton of learning that 
can come from it. It might be disappointing because they hit a limit, or 
they wish they had tried harder. That is a great teachable moment.

In this case, a youth might learn skills to manage and overcome fear by 
identifying the root of the fear and deciding to work through it.

to get through that correct move, 
there’s still a ton of learning that can come 

they hit a limit, or they wish they had tried 

—Poppy Potter, VOBS
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EMOTION AWARENESS AND SKILL. Youth practice and develop healthy and functional emotion skills.

advance the program work.

to the process of coming to terms with or terminating challenging emotions or their causes. Harnessing 
refers to a wider set of situations in which the goal is learning not to eliminate an emotion but to channel the 
emotion and to use it as information or motivation. Youth may use emotions like distress, anger over injustice, 

work of the group is not disrupted.

The youth learn and practice strategies to handle their emotions or the situations that created them. Youth 

others in the program, using breathing and other techniques to calm themselves in heated situations, 

conversations with youth who discussed how they learned to appropriately handle their emotions:

not going to be destructive for us later. You need to, like, I don’t know, be smart about it.

At BGCGM, one youth said: We had to focus. So I controlled my feelings by deep breathing.

thinking as straight. You’re angry. Take deep breaths. 
Try not to raise your voice. Don’t use curse words. 

listened to, I feel hurt because then I feel like I don’t 
matter. But I love you. This is what I need and this is 

ways, and we just learn how to take those negative 
forces and turn it into something else.

In Larson’s research , youth reported learning to 

that it didn’t disrupt the work of the group. What 

programs was how often the learning the youth were 

emotions but harnessing them. 

circumstances in their communities, they have 
opportunities to practice and learn how to channel 
what they were feeling into motivation, focused 
attention, and constructive action. Teena-Marie 

Right now seventh and eighth graders [in the 
school district] are going to lose their yellow school 
bus and are now required to take the MBTA here in 

Larson and Rusk’s research on youth’s emotional 
learning in out-of-school programs provides results 

can help youth learn about how personalities, 
nuanced situations, others’ emotions, and physical 

their thoughts, attention, and motivation and learn 

change the dynamics within groups .

This research also shows that, in addition to 

Youth in these studies described learning by 
making comparisons across emotional episodes 
and between people, from trying things out, and 

emotion
of supportive program culture allows youth to 
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they got so mad and so angry and so sad just knowing that these young people had a decision made on their 
behalf without being asked how they felt about it. That was the feeling of things happening to you without 

that they really want to work on. 

garden in memory of a club member who was struck and killed by a drunk driver. Although this may seem like a 

®

time: the youth were at times combative with each other and it nearly brought the program to a close. Over time, 

After the club member’s death, dealing with their grief took its toll. The youth needed an outlet for their grief. 

the community garden at the site of the young woman’s home agency. To this day, the garden is maintained in her 

among their peers and can identify from an emotional perspective on why this project matters and has meaning.

creative emotional outlet, as Natalie Cooper, senior director of social emotional learning, described:

One CYHUN participant named Chantelle used to get frustrated when the other youth in the group would 

poem depicted her battle with low self-esteem and not having an outlet to feel safe to share her feelings. 
After coming to CYHUN for many weeks, Chantelle felt part of a community and trusted the group enough 

At YW Boston, youth are responsible for leading a social action project at their schools, but they are likely 
to face challenges that create barriers to their success. The way youth handle their emotional response to 

re-motivate, they are more likely to achieve their goals. Program Director Beth Chandler shared the struggles 
youth had with getting both administration and students to take action. In order to renew their motivation 

handle interpersonal emotions:

roadblocks from the administration. [They] had to just keep going back and back and back.

Youth from YW Boston shared how much more productive it is to have calm conversations about sensitive 
topics with people who may have opposing views than it is to berate someone for disagreeing:

Us being mad at you is counterproductive. So when you’re standing up for something, you can’t bash other 

out of social justice work. It’s not to have one group versus the other. It’s to slowly, but surely, get the most 
from the non-supportive group and bring them with you. I don’t attack them. I just try to ask them more 
questions just to clear up any confusion and kind of create an understanding.
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STAFF PRACTICES
STRUCTURE. 

them, and learn about handling their own emotions and the emotions of others. YOB has regularly scheduled peer-

In all of the programs, agreeing on group norms for interaction is an important early step in establishing how 

structure sharing activities to ensure that everyone learns:

What we don’t generally do is focus on one girl for too long because that becomes more like therapy. So we 
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And at YW Boston, where youth discuss topics that 
they may not have discussed before with individuals 

help youth learn to be respectful of each other. Julie 
Thayer, InIt program manager, elaborated:

they are often peers, but they learn to do it and/or 
are supported to do it in a way that is not hurtful to 

they may have been feeling or thinking but never 
had a chance to talk about before. They develop 
the ability to feel comfortable voicing their opinions 
and understanding that they may not be the same 
opinions held by others, but they’re at least going to 
be respected in saying them and having them.

With activities in the curriculum that are known or 

adjusting the timing to make sure emotional closure 

during an intensive, week-long summer program, 
youth can go in-depth on issues:

I think that the more important thing is that there’s 
closure at the end of each workshop. We have this 
whole theory called Trust the Process. Sometimes 
we’ll be in the middle of a workshop and people are 
crying and upset and some of the students will be 

the students have moved through it and have come 

a workshop just because that time’s up. We make 
sure that the students are in a good place overall. 

Laura Greenlee Karp, program coordinator at VOBS, 

push them a little bit, push them to work together, 
and then we also have those guided conversations to 

activity gives youth an opportunity to process and 
sort out their emotional responses. 

emotion during the session, it’s important that they 
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question to draw attention away from their feelings and lead them back into something silly and lighthearted. 

In hearing these appreciations, youth learn from introspection and from the words of others. 

the only agenda is for youth to share what is going on in their lives and gain the support they need. Director 

around here. We think crying is great. We try to encourage people to cry with discipline. The reason we 
started the peer counseling groups was because we weren’t leaving enough room for structured social and 
emotional pieces. And if you have the structured piece then you can be more disciplined about the work 
piece. But they bleed into each other too much if you don’t have the structures. And there’s a job that needs 
to get done that is about social emotional learning, but it’s not always about your personal crisis.

The focus of the peer-counseling group is emotional processing and learning. Having this built into the culture 

The structures described above provide built-in venues for youth’s processing of emotions. As the content and 
curriculum of the programs may elicit emotional responses from youth, having planned processes and activities 
for youth to learn from their emotions is integral for both positive youth development and program success. 

STRUCTURE. 

are attuned to youth’s emotional states so that they can adjust the day’s activities according to the needs of the 
youth. La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM said:

Maybe what we’re doing today we need to shift because they’re already not having a good day. We need 

outcomes and stay on schedule, but our kids are the number one priority in outcome. We can push our 
agenda, but our agenda is not as important as their agenda and what’s going on with them, the whole child.

and adapt to youths’ needs:

a room when they walk in. So just doing an immediate, one-minute scan when you’re going in a room, you 

you do that and you begin an activity, you know who you need to pay attention to when you are working the 
room to provide support for the kids during their individual activities or work… Sometimes there are days 
where the kids have to just focus on something that happened in their neighborhood that has nothing to do 
with the session, but it’s real for them so it becomes real for us, and we process it as a group. We rally around 
each other when a club member is going through something. We support and show love.
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aware of the youth and listening in order to determine if the plan for the day needs to be adjusted to meet the 
needs of the youth:

which is the youth leadership team, they’re listening as well. So they can reorder that according to what 

to the actual people they’re working with rather than trying to get those people punched in to some formula 
we have that’s supposed to be good for them that produces these outcomes.

Laura: Giving the students a space to be who they are and meet them where they are is important. If they are 

where the students are and coming together so that the students are successful.

with their emotions.

MODELING.  
mutually-respectful relationships with youth.

respectfully acknowledging and validating emotions in others.

own emotions and how to respond to the emotions of others. This modeling includes accepting and naming 
emotions, setting boundaries on what personal information is shared, and use of patient and open problem 
solving to resolve emotionally-charged issues.

levels. Leaders are not detached models youth view from a distance. Youth learn working models of healthy 
bi-directional relationships through their participation in positive, caring interactions with the leaders and 

 found these 

includes relationships with their parents and guardians.
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minutes and reassure her and give her a needed break from her son. Many girls said that Leo’s story was 
impactful: she knew what she needed, she asked for it, and, as a result, she was able to rally for her son and 
her husband.

shared personal stories:

Jennifer Freed, oh man, I am so, so grateful for her. She knew me. She would pull me aside, and I guess we 
could relate because she would tell me stories, and that also helped knowing that she came from a rough 

of doing an activity and they don’t know how it is going to go, the group will pick up on that energy. Because 

Guidi shared how she approached a resolution for the situation: 

sometimes or we say the wrong thing sometimes. I’m not perfect, and I’m continually growing, too. Life is just 
a journey of learning and growing.
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Revealing her humanity to the youth in this situation demonstrated to the youth how to communicate openly and 
candidly about emotions, how to own one’s emotions, and how to move past them personally and with others.

strategies. For BGCGM’s La’Ketta Caldwell, communication is everything. She stressed the importance of 
remaining calm and refraining from using brash communication styles that the youth may be confronted with in 
other settings:

the nonverbal communication that you have with them. I’ve been in schools where people are yelling. I’m 
not doing that. I don’t yell at kids. I walk away before I yell. I need them to see how no matter how angry 
somebody is that it’s not okay for them to cuss or to just say things. Because you can’t take back words.

Approaching a situation calmly means sometimes leaving time for the emotions to settle before addressing them. 

I’m more patient. Sometimes, I know that because I’m sensitive, we’ve really got to address this some other 

from things youth share. La’Ketta Caldwell described when and why she sometimes shares her raw emotions 
with the youth:

a kid shouldn’t have to deal with that. So being able to be transparent and to share, to a degree, one time 
my heart was broken, and I felt like I didn’t know how to keep it together. It might look like I got it together all 
the time, but sometimes I don’t. You need to share that. I think it’s important for them to see that we all go 

they can share their emotions, too, and that there is value in that. One youth shared the lesson she learned 
about showing emotion:

About your feelings, you can’t just keep them closed in ‘cause then nobody is going to know how you feel. 
Like if I was mad in here and people were messing with me and I’m not telling I’m mad, stop messing with 
me, they’re going to keep messing with me until I tell them. So being more open with people is better than 
keeping it closed in.

COACHING. 

episodes
goals in dealing with emotions include not just helping youth resolve a situation but helping youth learn about 

. 
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COACHING. 

using deep understanding of youth and their emotional styles to monitor, appraise, and respond in the 
moment to youth’s ongoing emotions.

their response to suit the needs, interests, and readiness of particular individuals. This means they must 

behaving uncharacteristically, and to respond with sensitivity. Victoria Guidi at PWBF said:

relationships lets me know where their strengths are and what their challenges are, so I can work with them 
to manage any emotions that are going on. 

everything is all right. You want to talk to the production team and see if they know what’s going on. And that 

made a decision to be that way. That doesn’t necessarily indicate anything.

group learning and respect youth’s autonomy. Depending on the situation and the emotion, they may address 

from the grip of a strong emotional reaction to a situation before being ready to reason through the causes and 

In club, I would honestly say that we have a really talkative group and if someone comes in and they are 
not talking or they are completely shut down, we’ll attend to them. One of our long-term facilitators really 
modeled this. If he saw somebody struggling, he wouldn’t stop the lesson. He would make sure there was 
someone else to continue, but he was going to make sure that the individual teen was okay.

something they’re able to do because they begin by developing personal relationships with each youth:

me, you know? First they learn your personality, so they know which way they can talk to you. If she would have 
talked this way to, like, let’s say Kimberly, Kimberly would have been so scared, right? But they know I’m the 

to me.

And this story about a young woman at BGCGM who opened up to the group about her feelings for her family 
shows how La’Ketta Caldwell responded in the moment to meet the youth’s needs. The young woman had shared 
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goals for the project, and the needs of the group.

COACHING. 

She is on cloud nine. She acts like all of her problems of self-worth are solved. I helped her feel great about 
her skills without making it about the love object. Her hope and optimism about the relationship make her 

her in her choice in the matter. 

reached out to a young person they noticed:

There’s a story behind why they can’t really articulate their emotions. You know they try not to be emotional. 

people really decide what to work on. We’re following their lead.

At TPP, when youth see that their cast members are taking care of each other, they feel safe to be able to 

For a very long time in my life I’ve felt like I had to suppress whatever it was I was feeling. I never had a place 
where I could just let go. I felt like I always had to keep it in and be tough for the people around me, right? 

grow from because of The Possibility Project is that it’s okay to let people in. It’s okay to ask for help. It’s okay 
to have people there and to allow them to be there for me.

COACHING. 

suggesting strategies for dealing with them.

Williams, senior vice president of programs at Wyman, spoke from a youth’s perspective: 
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lots of questions about why we would make a choice one way or the other, and what do we think about the 

For my part, I just pointed out to them, which happens often, that we were building a show with some 

and so it’s hard to take on those emotions. What are we going to do to support each other? That’s when they 
ended up in that cast circle sharing what had happened from their point of view. We’re not just building a 
show. It’s about each other and our lives and what we want to do. The cast handled that in that way. They 
focused on how we are going to support each other.

or a larger group.

Boston, much of the content is focused on raising awareness of disparities among social groups, and Beth 
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2.3 Empathy Practices
Relating to others with acceptance, understanding, and sensitivity to their diverse perspectives and experiences.

INTRODUCTION

. In our ever-shrinking world, capacities to understand and 

opportunities, and obstacles have shaped others. Learning empathy goes hand-in-hand with learning about the 

they become able to understand others’ perspectives and feelings. A central component of empathy development 

understanding of both self and others given the diverse populations they typically serve.

developing empathy for others or solidifying bias and judgment towards them. As youth get older, their 

supports from adults, such as through an out-of-school program, they can learn to better understand the 
thoughts, feelings, and actions of others. They also become more aware of their own biases and blind spots . 
But there are also obstacles and challenges to the development of empathy that must be addressed by program 

, there 
are thoughts and emotions that sometimes get in the way of behaving empathetically, such as our natural biases 
towards those who look and act like us

. 

challenges and are convergent with prior research on the facilitation of empathy development. The youth 

Challenge programs create safe spaces for youth to share stories and learn from each other and program 

or is part of other social and emotional skills, like teamwork and emotion management.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

INEQUALITY AND IDENTITY. 

DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES. Youth share their stories and listen to the stories of others.

backgrounds, and perspectives of others.

ACCEPTANCE. Youth practice relating to others with acceptance and understanding.

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

equal, and important.

MODELING. 

needed.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
INEQUALITY AND IDENTITY. 

about the forces of stereotypes, discrimination, and social injustice. It is a core curriculum component of half 
of the participating programs and important in two others. For these programs, such discussions link the social 

research reveals a growing belief among many Americans that we are all the same, everyone has the same 

developing empathy

to better understand how these forces alter perceptions and opportunities in their own lives and the lives of 

barriers such as poverty, racism, homelessness, and community and interpersonal violence. These factors 

justice system, and less likely to encounter social 
and emotional learning practices in their daily lives.

For YOB, one of their main motivations is to 
change the system so young people of color in the 
Boston Public Schools feel listened to, supported, 
understood, and prepared to make real policy 

addressing issues of inequity and privilege serves as a 
stepping stone to empathy. YW Boston wrote in their 

Students gain skills in empathy precisely because 
of the diversity of youth’s background and life 

the lives of others, forces for which youth are not 
to blame, they gain empathy and understanding 

unconscious perceptions.
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Teaching empathy is also supported by a framework that does not blame 
others for the situations or problems they encounter. Julie Thayer of YW 
Boston said:

We want people to understand that social injustice isn’t primarily 
about individuals treating other individuals unfairly, but it’s about 

some groups and injustice in others.

to macro-level violence. Violence isn’t character-based and it doesn’t happen to individuals randomly. So 

they begin to get a realistic sense of the way the world is. If these young people are growing up in a bubble, 

is our violent society.

with the injustice of cross-group misunderstanding and mistreatment.

INEQUALITY AND IDENTITY. 

, and out-of-school programs can provide 

as personal and family history. Important narratives are shared about living with immigrant parents, living 

themselves helps them work through personal issues, see themselves more closely, and articulate the roots of 
their behavior and emotions. Youth gain self-awareness and growth as they are able to see themselves through 
the eyes of others. Beth Chandler, vice president of programs at YW Boston, shared what this looks like:

workshops on issues of race, gender, ableism, class, and privilege. Youth who’ve never thought about 
some of these issues learn about and become aware of them. Others who have been struggling with these 

conversation so people can go deeper and really think deeply about these issues. One of our goals is to help 

developing a positive identity.  

Doing that requires coming to terms with unfair stereotypes, discrimination, and structural racism. These 

. 
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Perhaps the most challenging work is dealing with people’s negative views of one’s own group . For youth 
from immigrant families and minority groups, the challenges may include dealing with people and images that 
denigrate one’s own value system, practices, and identity . Out-of-school programs have an important role in 
supporting youth in developing a positive identity that includes their understanding of themselves within the 

.

Youth begin to discover more about who they are and, through this understanding, begin to relate to the 

feeling of connection:

Sometimes you think there’s no other people going through the things you’re going through. When we make 
a show we just try to send the message that we’re going through everything, and that a lot of people need 
your help to solve the problem. We didn’t know the audience was watching us going through the same thing 
they’re going through and every day they would learn something. Like at the last show my teachers were 

others. Natalie Cooper, senior director of social emotional learning at BGCGM, sees this as helping youth. She said:

deeper into how that power impacts them and others around them. It allows them to be secure in who they are 
and what their feelings are, to be able to relate empathically to something that somebody else is dealing with.

Activities aimed at increasing their consciousness of the forces at work in the lives of urban and ethnic minority 

forces that shape who they are. So they have a sense of all those things that are shaping their lives. When 

oftentimes do so in negative or disadvantaging ways.

DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES. Youth share their stories and listen to the stories of others.

function in tandem to enhance knowledge about self and others. For some programs, telling and responding 
to someone’s story plays out as part of a service learning activity, such as planting a garden in memory of 
someone who lost their life to a drunk driver. For others programs, sharing stories is a central activity. At 

A theme among the youth at TPP was that the program presented them with the opportunity to talk about 
themselves in ways they hadn’t before. Youth felt safe to talk about themselves as they truly are:

it, like, ever, or ever said it out loud. And I don’t know, it just means so much.
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TPP has taught me it’s okay to talk about your personal issues, but talk about them to the right people. 
And I’ve talked about my issues with the right people and about the right things, and I know what to say 
and what not to say. And not completely, but I know what I feel comfortable saying and those things really 
played a role on my life.

DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES. Youth share their stories and listen to the stories of others.

others together through processes of sharing and comparing . 

Listening to others share their stories provides youth with opportunities to learn and practice a key empathy 
skill: listening attentively from the perspective of the speaker, picking up both content and emotional valence. 

unusual for youth to have revelations about how they engage with others. For some, being listened to is itself a 

This program, there’s so much honesty. It’s like you learn to be honest with yourself and the people around 
you and everyone’s listening for once.
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loud before to people who are listening. Just to understand that everybody has a story. That’s something 

the same way because I understand that everyone has a story, and I just don’t know theirs so I can’t judge 

happening, and everybody is just listening.

As the young people develop empathy, their behaviors, words, and the ways they interact with others may 

They’re learning from other young people and listening to their stories. We can tell that empathy is building 
with someone by how they’re listening, how they’re interacting, how they’re communicating to the other people 
around them, how they talk about their families. And for the ones who have the big breakthroughs, it’s typically 
when they understand that what they do hurts other people and that that matters. That awareness can 

The ongoing practice of listening to others provides youth multiple opportunities for developing empathy.

ACCEPTANCE. Youth practice relating to others with acceptance and understanding.

the soil in which empathy can grow. By listening to the stories of others, youth see a fuller picture of others. 

get to know and seek knowledge about that which we do not understand and ask questions instead of pointing 

initially aware of this judgment. Allison Williams, senior vice president of programs at Wyman, described the 

understand the perspective of the other person would have helped the situation.

kids, potheads, and straight edges, we were able to see the unity in all of our diversity and really appreciate 
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others, bully, or hold prejudices against groups or individuals.

A practical step toward managing judgments begins with not interrupting and not challenging others when 
they speak. Maintaining the ability to listen deeply may mean managing one’s own emotional reactions and 

build their empathy muscle regardless of where they may start before they get into the program. 

Managing judgments is evidenced by curbing the impulse to relate callously to others and their stories. Paul 

other people. By the end of the year, they typically don’t do that anymore because they understand that it’s 

The lessons they have had on stereotypes and discrimination help youth identify and understand judgments 

youth shared:

learn to understand it, and then, even if it disagrees with your own belief or your own truth, it’s right in front 
of you. So you learn to accept it and even if you’re not adopting it as your own truth, you still learn to work 

then they become part of you, too. Which is, I don’t know, it’s awesome.

Because the youth have to work closely with each other, they learn to manage their judgments and develop 
greater capacities for acceptance. One young woman shared how she learned not to pre-judge strangers and 

Well, one thing I learned about this program is everyone has their own story. People in the street, you don’t 

did the life story. People were saying their own life story. I never knew that this is what people were going 
through, and that made me feel that I’m not the only person that’s going through many things. There’s a lot 
of people that have their own problems, too.

ACCEPTANCE. Youth practice relating to others with acceptance and understanding.
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another. We teach them ways to do this, but ultimately it is a natural outgrowth of the kind of sharing and 
listening they do together in our groups. It just happens, and it is a beautiful thing to witness, acknowledge, 

mutually empathic as they share and learn together.

As the youth get to know one another more deeply through active listening, the capacity to understand and 

BGCGM described it this way:

It’s like now you know when somebody is not feeling right or you know if they don’t want to participate. Can 
You Hear Us Now? taught us to know how somebody’s feeling, know how their day has been. Like, if my day 
was going bad, the whole circle would know it because it would be my energy, what I bring to the circle.

that you trust.

She was doing poorly in school when she joined TPP on a whim. Angelica and another participant seemed to 
have an almost natural dislike of one another. At one rehearsal, Angelica and the other girl, who was in many 

place. A shoving match ensued with hair-pulling and some wrestling but was quickly broken up. Angelica 
was devastated and she walked out of the room crying. Afterwards, when she and the artistic director 
were talking, Angelica, who was in tears and shaking, revealed that she had never felt bad about attacking 

people before and was unaware, really, of what she had done. For the rest of that day, a Production Team 
member with whom she had grown close was at Angelica’s side ensuring her safety and reassuring her that 
she really did belong in the cast and that others had lived through the same discovery she was making.

The story of Angelica underscores how empathy is simultaneously about self and others. The empathy and 

They rally around each other and show support when somebody is dealing with something that makes them 

sense his energy and see that his spirit was broken and down, and they were able to connect and just show 
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STAFF PRACTICES
STRUCTURE. 

Interrupting is discouraged. Some programs use an object to pass around so that only one person at a time has 

or small groups.

worst thing for us to do is to walk in and we didn’t know they were having a bad day, and we just triggered it to 

trying to understand where they’re at, as individual youths as well as the group as a whole. We’re literally 
simply just trying to understand who they are. We try not to make assumptions about them or who they are. 
We try to listen and really understand.
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Structure can be supplied by having an articulated set of strategies to deal with the emotions surrounding 

have developed the following strategies:

• 
together to make each other safe. 

• The second strategy is to provide reassurance to the youth going through this process that they will be okay. 

• 
for all and builds understanding and support while also strengthening the youth leadership of the cast. 

• The fourth strategy is to listen very carefully to what the youth is talking about in these moments. 

• 

• 
are just that, feelings, and that they can continue even though the feelings at that time are powerful.

Part of what makes a space safe is setting norms or ground rules for sharing. At Voyageur Outward Bound 

importance of not judging what others are saying:

happen. It’s just telling somebody that it’s okay and I’m not going to judge you. And it sounds easy but it’s 
really hard. Because when I went in, I thought laughing at everything and making everything seem like it’s 

about it. And that’s one thing that I learned. Because people are so scared of talking because they feel like 
they’re going to get judged.

Trust forms between cast members at TPP as they begin to let themselves open up to each other and learn they 
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STRUCTURE. 

equal, and important.

Another component of cultivating a safe space is actively promoting inclusion and equity. The National Research 
Council

groupings they may identify with. This cuts across all the standards, but it has particular relevance to empathy. 

From the onset, we say there’s no right or wrong place to be in your development. It’s your development. The 
most important thing is that you’re informed and that you choose and that you are comfortable. So we put a 
parameter around it. Then when girls share whatever they share, we acknowledge and validate and respect 

about institutional injustice. This includes making their values known when youth act in ways that are insensitive 

Students are asked to stand shoulder to shoulder, then are asked to take steps forward or backward 

emotions for participants, as the physical act of stepping forward or back under the watchful eyes of others 

member’s unemployment, or racially or ethnically motivated physical or verbal attacks. These youth often 

activity results in productive discussion that moves participants’ social and emotional growth forward. This 

Researchers S. Sue and colleagues44 argue that development of cultural competence among human service 

. Navigating discussions and situations in which issues of 

63
SEL STANDARDS

EMPATHY



those who share aspects of their identity, a larger group discussion encourages conversation with those who 

could take towards change.

We frame it in a way that the choices they have are going to impact positively, so that they’re not just like, 

you’re facing the realities, but you have some kind of optimism that you can be an agent of change?

Andrea spoke quite a bit about skilled facilitation, particularly during tense conversations. For Andrea and YW 
Boston, setting group norms was imperative to creating a space where productive conversations could occur. 
Some of the standard group norms that surface in one form or another included:

forward. Most people know the golden rule: treat others how you want to be treated. Well I don’t know 

Although these are fairly common ground rules, Andrea helps us to understand how they’re not as basic as they 
seem and aren’t to be taken for granted.

STRUCTURE. 

come into our shop and they come to the table at the beginning of the night and we try to create a very 
inviting, loving atmosphere. We really get to know them. We’re genuinely interested in who they are and how 
they’re feeling and what their days have been like and how their weekends have been.

La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program manager of social emotional learning at BGCGM: A lot of these young kids, 
they’ve never been told that somebody loves them. From the beginning, we say that all time. It’s like we love 
you and they’re, in the beginning, it’s like oh my goodness. That’s just stupid. Their faces frown up. What 
in the world, love, whatever. But we say it every session. So many of these kids have never said I love you 

the time and how beautiful they are inside and out, and how much this work would not be the same without 
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person feels like they’re at the center of whatever the issue is. At the support group every young person gets 

part of a community, and all of them have an impact on the community.

ones who take care of the youth when them learning to take care of each other is a huge skill as well. I would 
rather see this youth being supported by that youth than this youth being supported by me. I don’t need to 
feel better about myself in that I can take care of you, but if I see you being able to reach out, that right there 
is huge learning to me. Being able to know when to step in and knowing when to step back.

helped a peer through an abusive relationship:

relationship and they were beating each other up on a routine basis. We had to deal with that in the group 
because they would check in and they would have a bruise on their face or whatever. They did stay in the 
group the whole year, and by the end of the year they had learned how to not be violent with each other, 
but it was a real issue in the group the whole year. They’d be making up and breaking up and being violent 
and of course where did they learn how to be violent? From their families, domestic violence. So we had 

themselves and their frustrations and their hopes and their dreams and their feelings without being 

so when they learned how to handle it, everybody in the room felt like we’d all defeated domestic violence.

Jennifer Freed added:

We have a very important boundary that we maintain of being incredibly authentic, vulnerable, and connected, 
and we make it very clear that we’re not the people for them to go to. They go to each other. In other words, 

parents and not as therapists and not as friends. We’re facilitators of their own connection to each other.

STRUCTURE. 

Many programs have other structures that cultivate empathy, while creating a safe environment for youth. Having 

• Beginning: icebreaker, check-in, and/or welcome to build rapport

• Middle: work, games, announcements, lesson

• 

• 
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Parts of these routines are intentionally designed to support the development of empathy by encouraging self-

for many, at all. This can often be very emotional and these activities are always followed by a follow-up 

a circle, or a Cypher Circle, to lift the spirits of the youth and further establish their sense of community. 

 

non-judgmentally and empathically.

PWBF: And then we start our check in and it might be a question that just pops in on the top of my head that 

YOB: Creating and fostering a culture of appreciation, support, and inclusiveness is a key component 
to BSAC’s operations. All BSAC meetings start with a much anticipated appreciation session in which 

in a bimonthly support group where they have the support and space to discuss personal issues they are 
confronting without having to discuss the policy issues they are working on during the week. 

Creating meaningful beginning and ending rituals is a common practice across programs. Laura Greenlee 

emotional state the youth are bringing into the program, and a way to focus youth and orient them to fully 

youth know what they are going to do for the day. Natalie Cooper at BGCGM underscores that simply greeting 
youth at the door is important.

service learning project to other areas of their life, themselves, and their relationships with others. Laura 

director at PWBF, has youth learn to articulate the processes they work on using precise language:

articulate and to speak out loud in a group setting is something that’s really important to us.
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MODELING. 

needed.

owning their own identities. La’Ketta Caldwell from BGCGM painted this picture:

So they know right away, they know Miss La’Ketta did not grow up on the block. I tell them. I bring in pictures. 
I lived on a farm. I’m very authentic. I don’t pretend to be anybody else other than who I am. And then I have 
Miss Sherry. Miss Sherry, she paints with her words. She sounds, I mean every word, the diction is perfect. 
She’s African American. Then I have Calile who’s from the block. Calile looks like them. It is important that 

accountable with them, too, and with one another. ‘Hey, we can work through this. It’s okay for people to 

youth. According to YW Boston in their Challenge application:

emphasis on setting clear boundaries so that youth workers can build rapport and relationships with the 
youth while also meeting professional obligations, such as ensuring youth’s safety, meeting program goals, 

Adult facilitators are trained to bring a general guiding structure designed to teach crucial social and 
emotional competencies and to create space for heartfelt sharing and learning, and to hold the container 
and share authentically, but not confessionally. The adults are there to serve as solid, dependable resources 

You have to hire people or have leadership that is empathic and that not only talks teamwork, but also 
actually practices it. You have to have individuals who are not only capable of that but are trained in it and 
believe in it and adhere to it. 

the program. A youth at TPP said:

not just about us. It’s about everybody because the program isn’t just changing our lives. It’s going to change 
everybody else’s lives because it starts with us, but it branches out. 

67
SEL STANDARDS

EMPATHY



2.4 Teamwork Practices
Abilities to collaborate and coordinate action with others.

INTRODUCTION
Teamwork skills have always been important and have become increasingly necessary in a crowded, global world 
where the future depends on people working together successfully. Teamwork skills include many of the same 
competencies as empathy: mutual respect, active listening, sensitivity to others’ feelings, and attentiveness to 
diverse perspectives. What distinguishes teamwork skills from empathy is the ability to form a cohesive, high-

Once they feel like they belong, that’s a big deal. They get a thrill out of creating something over a long period 
of time.

Similar to other social and emotional skills sets, teens best learn teamwork skills through doing. However, 
substantial research shows that, left to themselves, certain groups of youth will teach each other deviant rather 
than constructive group behavior47
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

TRUST AND COHESION. Youth develop group cohesion and trust.

identity and purpose.

COLLABORATION. Youth participate in successful collaboration.

TEAM CHALLENGE. 

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

MODELING. 

FACILITATING. 
collaboration.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
TRUST AND COHESION. Youth develop group cohesion and trust.

identity and purpose.

People develop the knowledge, skills, and aptitudes of teamwork through membership in well-functioning 

to the success of the individual projects, so it is a priority from the start and continues to be a focus for the 
duration. Trust and cohesion form an important base on which the other social and emotional skills are built.

in a safe atmosphere:

good team member and how teams work, but also beginning to believe in that as an idea.

Team-building activities can range from initiatives to physical challenges to conversations. Laura Greenlee 

developing trust is essential:

them because it builds trust between the two.

deeper level than what typically happens in the normal course of day-to-day peer interactions. One youth from 

have shared with some of the friends that we’ve known our whole lives. I feel like we are like a community, 
and that we are really close in a way.

As the individual youth get to know each other better and understand the work ahead of them, members 

may form in part from developing a connection to a collective purpose, such as a set of goals that is bigger than 

To me [purpose] is greater than goals. Purpose is more mission-driven. It helps create the group culture 
and gives them an identity. I think of it as the values aspect of what brings the group together for their 

may take the shape of a mission statement or a group contract.

To achieve the group purpose or mission, the youth identify common goals. In many programs, veteran youth 
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interests and motivations for working on issues that are important to the current group of youth. At BGCGM and 
TPP, youth ask themselves what message they want the community to hear about the lives of teens. At Wyman, 
youth identify the service they want to provide to the community. At VOBS, youth may agree to support each 

In the fall we are trying to do two things. One is get them to identify what they really want to accomplish and 
the skills that they need to do that. Second, we hope to build the community so that they have the support 
that they need and want from each other, so it’s a positive support group in helping each other achieve those 
goals, and to remind themselves and each other when they’re falling away from that.

similar cause. Natalie Cooper, senior director of social emotional learning at BGCGM, said:

to identify one voice that will emanate across all the groups. So everybody has a voice, everybody wants to 

The development of group identity and trusting relationships is seen in reduced defensiveness, increased supportive 

just can’t even be in the same space with another young person for that long. Fast forward nine months, and 
suddenly they’re able to be backstage in a dark theatre for two hours at a time in each other’s presence.
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Development of trusting team relationships creates conditions for youth to begin practicing and honing skills 
and sensibilities for working together.

COLLABORATION. Youth participate in successful collaboration.

to learning teamwork skills. This includes collaborative work building a boat, conducting a community-service 

teamwork skills grow.

essential to building teamwork. In some programs, the goals are easy to identify. An apprentice at Philadelphia 

in the back they have the most power in the boat, and it can become very frustrating if they can’t get their 

strokes they can use to straighten out a canoe until they get it. Then they understand the power and the force 
of their partner and what they need their partner to do to help them go down the river or across the lake.

In some programs, the youth must decide on the goal for their project. Whatever the goal, the youth learn that a 

If you’re working together as a team to actually create something, and that work is being presented in front of 

that has meaning. You double down on that when you’re working on a show where a group will work together 
over three or four months to create their narrative. As they’re going along and doing their run-throughs and 

to deal with that and now they’re having to apply all of that. The key is that they have to do it, they have to 
build their team.

shared goal helps set the group up for success. As with purpose, common goals provide a shared investment 
in an outcome that transcends individuals. It provides a rallying point for making shared decisions, navigating 
disagreements, and deciding who will do what.

include turn-taking, active listening, respectful disagreement, and communicating clearly. For youth to learn 
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Collaboration on a project requires that youth learn to communicate with each other. At YW Boston, youth who 

They aren’t necessarily friends before they get here, so there are challenges in learning to work with people 

out how to manage time.

For some youth, learning to communicate well may mean training themselves to resist their typical behaviors 

they don’t like, they threaten. They come into this program with that attitude. I had a girl do that and my 

of us it’s scary because that’s what’s keeping us feeling safe, but you really don’t have to do it here. And you 

time, she let it go.

Work on collaborative projects presents many opportunities for youth to communicate with each other, and 

. As youth become better communicators, they become better 

over into other parts of life. A youth from PWBF reinforced this concept:

In my school, some classes we do a lot more group projects, and originally, like back in eighth grade, I 
would sit there in the group and just do my work and sit there and not talk at all. But now I take charge. I 
try and make more friends since most of the time I don’t get put in groups with my friends. I learned how to 
cooperate with people more and learned how to get the job done through the work of other people that I 
don’t really [converse] with.

COLLABORATION. Youth participate in successful collaboration.

Teamwork that engages and depends on the involvement of all members of the group has been shown to be an 

are structured so that success can only be achieved through collaboration
programs must identify the strengths, challenges, and working styles of the youth participants and work with 

Julie Thayer at YW Boston: To accomplish their projects, students must work together to apply the skills 

communication and leadership styles, delegates identify their respective skills and talents to inform their 
action plans. They assign themselves tasks and hold themselves accountable for completion.
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Natalie Cooper at BGCGM: Through the process of that group work, somebody’s always going to step up to 

to act as a glue, if that makes sense, within their individual groups.

associate director at YOB put it:

They create a culture of listening and understanding and empathy and respect and appreciation for one another.

learning

A similar ritual of appreciations occurs at the PWBF, as described by Victoria Guidi, program director, Boat Build 
and Sail:

scarfed. It was heavy and your help really made it a lot easier for me and thank you for setting down your 

they demonstrated, and strengthens the youth’s sense of belonging and importance to the group.

TEAM CHALLENGE. 

disagreements, everyday work frustrations, negative energy or problem behaviors of individuals, and social 

anybody, somebody’s always trying to bring somebody out and rescue them. I mean, they’re just human. 

these things just happen, and they happen very reliably, but we’re not our roles or our acts and so we really 
facilitate the group to help people move out of their regimented roles.

product is a theatrical production, a community service project, or a boat. Natalie Cooper at BGCGM, said:

The process for getting kids to agree on anything is very tedious. There’s a lot of arguing. When the kids 

personalities taking surface, but what’s even more powerful is when one of those strong voices can see that 
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there’s a sister or brother in the room who has a thought like them, they want to say something, but they’re 
scared to say something, and instead of using their voice to share their ideas, they share the idea of the 
person who isn’t yet comfortable to speak. That’s powerful.

Beth Chandler at YW Boston said:

One of the other things that we work on over the course of the year is being able to give and receive 
constructive feedback. It’s important particularly when you have to work in a team of people. So sometimes 
youth might be very good at giving constructive feedback, but not always good at receiving it. We work 
on being able to have conversations where youth are able to share their perspective, but then also hear 

Youth can take their frustrations out on each other. But sometimes they are able to move on easily. Laura 
Greenlee Karp at VOBS:

I am, on a regular basis, completely shocked at one, how resilient kids are, and two, how forgiving and open 

Being comfortable with each other allows productive teamwork to emerge. A youth from the Boston Student 

BSAC has some of the most beautiful debates I’ve ever seen. We can go on and on, but really all that 
argument, all it really shows is how much we care about it and how much we put into it and how much we 

putting it out there, but here’s where I see that this part of your plan is not going to work and maybe this will 

each other. They also learn how to learn within a group.

Youth can also learn when team challenges arise that involve problem behavior or negative energy that ends up 

We had been working for about two months on the show, and they were getting on each other’s nerves and 

were going to like 

the opposite of what we’re trying to do here. What do we do with that? So we had to sit down and have a talk 

how we wanted to deal with that and what’s happening.

how to deal with some of these issues among participants which clearly have an impact on their peers. Victoria 
Guidi at PWBF said:
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him bringing in what, to you, feels like negative energy. Let’s focus on the work at hand. Do you think you 

STAFF PRACTICES
STRUCTURE. 

optimum conditions for learning. These norms may be established and practiced in the team-building activities 

other people and respecting themselves. Sometimes there will be one that’s really important to the kids that 
the instructors have never thought of. Then we write it all down and it allows students to set the tone for 
every meeting. It’s something the instructors can fall back on because we’ve all agreed as a group that this is 
who we want to be and how we want to do it.

talk to the girls right from the onset about what kind of culture they want to create, and we make a list of the 
qualities the group needs to be the best it can be. We write down what things are going to be helpful in order 
to have a safe and thriving group culture. They decide, but we also get to weigh in.

them as needed helps build a sense of shared accountability and provides a clear structure that youth can count 
on within the program. Sometimes norms are created and reinforced by rituals. The norms and rituals create a 
code that help youth learn how to contribute as members of high-functioning groups, including how to navigate 

Sometimes language is used as a type of ritual or signal for the group to reset according to the norms and 
agreements that they have made. Allison Williams, senior vice president of programs, at Wyman, described an 
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In VOBS, the youth have another acronym tool, PROPS, that functions similarly. Laura Greenlee Karp described it:

We were having a rough time with people talking over each other. So we gave the kids a tool called PROPS: 
People Respecting Other People Speaking. When we were standing in a circle and people would talk [out of 

students to be quiet and continue to focus.

sense of group identity, cohesion, and camaraderie are woven into the everyday fabric of many programs. 

teamwork. Allison Williams at Wyman shared:

Initial program activities include getting-to-know-you icebreakers and games to help all teens feel welcome and 
begin to form as a supportive group. Facilitators may use name games, group games, team-building activities, and 
other simple challenges that allow teens to get acquainted with each other, with TOP, and with their facilitators.

MODELING. 

We ask facilitators to constantly up their game in terms of modeling spontaneity, responsibility, positive 
attitude, accountability, and teamwork.

for the youth. Keeping one’s word is important. You mean what you say, both in terms of the commitments you 
make to the group and also in the caring you communicate. La’Ketta Caldwell, senior program manager of social 
emotional learning at BGCGM, said:

We don’t just say it, we show it through our actions. When we say we’re going to do something, we do it. If we 

One of the things we found out the most is we can’t be their friends. So we have a very important boundary 
that we maintain of being incredibly authentic and vulnerable and connected, while also being very clear that 
we’re not the people for them to go to. They go to each other. Our role stays as motivators and mentors but not 
as parents and not as therapists and not as friends. We’re facilitators of their own connections to each other.

and to be aware that what they are doing is the basis for their youth’s understanding of them. Integrity is a 

One of the things we found out the 

—Jennifer Freed, AHA!
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with youth through this lens, asking ourselves if we are responding to our youth in a way that aligns with our 

response into respectfully starting a conversation about getting the group back on track. Jennifer Freed described it:

PWBF said:

If I see that students aren’t communicating very well I take a moment to address it. I try to do it in a professional 

my voice or the choice of my words that can totally change the dynamic of what we’re working on. It will lift 
whatever negativity is present and dividing us.

on the youth. They demonstrate their skills in their interactions with youth and also in how they treat their co-

at TPP shared how she models what she’s learned:

something I’m not willing to do myself. When I say it’s hard and that it’s typical because emotions are running 
high, I’m saying that because I have done it and I fail too.

FACILITATING.  
successful collaboration.

well.

cooperative dynamics and participation that are essential to teamwork and to youth learning teamwork skills. 

may also be part of the group and share their personal thoughts when others share.

group dynamics as much as possible. Laura Greenlee Karp from VOBS said:

has, hopefully, already come up with how they’re going to handle that. 
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PWBF establishes youth team leaders whose role it is to help keep small groups on track. Being close in age to 
the youth, these team leaders often have ideas and insights that help them relate to the small groups. They also 

There are three teams, one for each boat, and each team has a team leader. Part of the purpose of that is to 
have a person who is a moderator for discussion with the group. Conversation comes out in group discussion. 
Victoria is not shy about engaging kids and having them talk about challenges. She’ll often have a conversation 
with the team leader in advance and she can get insight from the team leader that she might not have had 
before. That actually happens quite frequently.

They also hold the youth accountable to the goals and guidelines 
established and help calm emotions. Allison Williams at Wyman provided 

what we’re talking about is right here within our TOP club, what we’ve 
agreed to, and how we committed to engaging with one another. Can 

The know-it-all and monologuers are my job because they’re hard. 

you to hold back so other people can learn to do that too. We’re going 
to have an agreement that you’ll get to say what you want, but you’ll 

I say it over and over and over, but I’m making good rapport with the 
girls, and we laugh about it. With the know-it-all or the drama queen 

We intentionally use the term 

work directly with the teens. 
The facilitator’s role is to 

to discussions through which 

and learn. During training, 
new facilitators learn that the 
facilitator’s role includes:

• 
participants do most of the 

learning through strategic 
questions, dialogue, and 
modeling 

• 
process with input from teens 

• Setting the stage for teens to 

• Allowing learners to take an 
active role 

• Focusing on feelings and 
attitudes as well as information

 [Wyman]
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DeVonne Bernard, director, Teen Outreach Program at Wyman, admitted they have had challenges:

try to understand what happened and what’s going on with the teens. There have been times where, as a 

make sure that everybody felt like this was a safe place.

norms and clarify whether someone wants to remain part of the group or not. Natalie Cooper shares an 

La’Ketta brought it home talking about how everybody is equal and the same and we have love for them all and 
that’s the love that we want to share with each other. That is Agape love. The whole session ended up talking 

just kind of put it out there to the young lady about what she was doing. They held her accountable to either 
change or not be a part of the group anymore. She decided the group wasn’t for her, and we were okay with 

among black youth, especially if the r is dropped. But:

involved in racial justice work for a long time. He let the youth drive the conversation but did a very nice job 
of reminding students that the most important thing they were doing was having this conversation. That it 
wasn’t something they would solve today or maybe ever come to resolution on. The important thing is that 

At YW Boston, the emphasis is on the importance of learning to understand others and have a respectful 
dialogue rather than resolving the issue or making rules about it. Successful teamwork and collaboration is 

from YW Boston put it this way:

I watched a video that talked about how our human society is very similar to an ant colony. How an ant 
colony only functions when those massive amounts of ants have really, really good teamwork and they all 

Youth learn valuable skills for teamwork from helping to create and participate in well-functioning groups.  
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2.5 Responsibility Practices

INTRODUCTION
One marker of transition into adulthood is when a young person takes responsibility for their role as a member 
of a family and community. Anthropologists observed that children and youth in traditional agrarian societies 

adulthood .However, growing up in a relatively low-resourced household in America, as many participants in 
out of school programs do, may mean taking on adult responsibilities such as primary caretaker of siblings or 
elderly family members or earning wages for the household. These young people may move from childhood to 

. Meanwhile, some privileged 
young people in American society have fewer responsibilities and roles, partly because adults are ambivalent 
about giving them obligations or duties .

The development of responsibility is highly valued. It is linked to school completion, lower antisocial behavior, 
positive health behaviors, and productivity at work . In addition, responsibility is a core element of leadership 

youth and young adults in the United States .

.

demands that are challenging and that can be stressful and onerous. Some youth may buckle under the 

assist youth through new and sometimes demanding situations. They create opportunities that are meaningful 
to youth and give youth choices in taking roles. They cultivate a sense of shared ownership and obligation 

.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

ROLES. Youth take on roles and obligations within program activities.

DEMANDS. 

their actions in response to these demands will impact self, peers, or others.

ACCOMPLISHMENT. 

leaders’ support and encouragement.

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

MODELING. 

COACHING. 

roles, providing assistance only as necessary.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
ROLES. Youth take on roles and obligations within program activities.

identity and purpose.

. 

a teen newspaper writer. Members can run for these positions in an election process. All young people who 

structures to provide guidance in helping youth think through their work, but they leave it to the youth to self-select 

in as much as possible.

For some youth, their roles within the group emerge as they begin to learn about each other and themselves. 

emerge throughout the course of the projects.

choose themselves resulted in youth accepting the responsibilities of their roles without complaint:

We didn’t start out with roles or even identify them, but they felt it would go more smoothly if everybody had 

transitioned into them choosing what they want to do. We don’t have to worry about them being frustrated 

Through the process of that group work, somebody’s always going to step up to be a leader. Some kids take 
on the informal role of being the peacemaker. Another informal role some kids take on is speaking for others. 
Sometimes during group work great ideas will surface, but there are kids who are afraid to speak up or just 
don’t feel like it. So others are able to advocate for them and speak on their behalf because they think it will 
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DEMANDS. 

their actions in response to these demands will impact self, peers, or others.

when accepting the role

family members of cancer patients who are undergoing treatment at a local facility. This project involves 
planning, preparing, serving, and storing food for large groups as well as considering the unique needs of 
participating families. Youth at YW Boston lead social change projects at their school, which means negotiating 

Many of the responsibilities in youth’s roles involve obligations to the group or to other people and entail issues 

stories. There is deep responsibility to tell that story in the best way they can, and the responsibility to not let 

other. I don’t have to enforce that. I give them skills and I say it a lot, but they are doing that for each other. 
That kind of responsibility to their friends or their cast members or to something bigger than themselves, I 
think it’s a huge thing that they learn. How you can’t just feel that, but you have to act on it. Your actions have 

performance of nightly goals impacts the workload of their teammates the following night. At Voyageur Outward 

navigator, who is responsible for using the map and compass to track the group’s travel and ensuring they 
are traveling in the right direction. They learn from the instructors the goal for miles in the day. In another 
role, a student is leader of the day. This person ensures all things are functioning well and pays attention 
to the group’s energy to decide about breaks, eating, and where someone might need help. This person 
works with the group to make these decisions and 
together they make it happen. Our students own 
these roles. They own their success and failure in 
them and, in both cases, instructors support the 

Responsibility gets honed and tested when youth 
are weary or overwhelmed or are presented with 
competing interests and desires. When warm weather 
entices them away from the demands of rehearsing, 
will they remain committed to rehearsals? Will they 
show up to do their part? How do they respond 
when the role suddenly becomes bigger and more 
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ACCOMPLISHMENT. 

leaders’ support and encouragement.

that makes them waver in their commitment . They may have initially wanted the role, but now it feels onerous. 

friends with peers in the program, discovery of new feelings of solidarity with and accountability to peers 
becomes an important force. Youth are motivated to complete their role and do it well to help peers. Youth from 
PWBF and YOB described how commitment to the rest of the team provided the impetus to keep going when 
the burden of responsibility was heavy:

PWBF: I have a responsibility not only to myself but to everyone else because I agreed to do this as my part 

freedom of it and the responsibility that came with it was really life changing.

investment they’ve made with peers, and meeting their obligations becomes a moral imperative. The value 
youth place on their roles in the programs and the promises they’ve made to people who have become 
important to them become a resource to draw on to resist other attractions. For instance, a youth participant 

We’re not allowed to do drugs before or after meetings. You have to be sober. So integrity, that’s very 

because that’s a promise I made to them.
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individually and collectively. They feel more competent and more capable of taking on greater responsibilities. 
Some report feeling eager to take on more and bigger roles

. For youth in out-of-school programs, it is often a very positive 

For many of our youth, this recognition is rare and cements the value of responsibility in their lives.

competence of the group. One YOB youth shared:

So just working through things as quickly as possible and getting through, you feel a sense of 
accomplishment when you get through everything on the agenda and leave on time.

sang and danced really well. The audience got what they were intending. That has a huge impact for them, for 

 

people in because they know how to do it. At least twice we weren’t able to be at a session because 

Oftentimes, youth undergo a slow transition over the course of the program and develop skills that may transfer 
to other areas of their lives, such as school or future careers. Below are stories about youth from Wyman and 
TPP. At Wyman, DeVonne Bernard, director, Teen Outreach Program, shared a story of how one young person 
blossomed when he learned to cook and took on the role as cook when the youth made meals for residents of 
the American Cancer Society Hope Lodge:

love for cooking at the American Cancer Society project. Once we encouraged him to engage with other 
students, he just jumped right in. But it wasn’t the facilitators who got him there, it was his peers. They really 

then him making a dish, and then he became the commander in the kitchen. He just ran it. And he actually is 
a chef now. He owned his own restaurant for a year before he came back to work at Wyman.
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Jabari had two older brothers who were high school dropouts and spent most of their time on the streets. 

take anything seriously. He was, however, incredibly charismatic and a natural leader. He kept coming largely 

and refused to abandon him. In his second year, Jabari was selected for the Production Team. That year, with 

to commit to others. He began to focus, engage others, and use his considerable talents toward achieving the 
goals of the team. There was no one moment that stands out. Jabari slowly and not so steadily grew into an 
awareness of his role in the ensemble and this translated over time to his role in the world. After leaving, he 

STAFF PRACTICES
STRUCTURE. 

Sometimes they’re being an audience. Sometimes they’re being witnesses. Sometimes they are being leaders where 

At BGCGM, there are teams of youth who take on certain roles to support the development of their creative 

We have our interview team, kids [who] help with the interviews. We have our script team, the kids who form 
the script structure for the documentary. We have the kids who I call my creative team, the ones who work 
with La’Ketta to help create the vision. We got our kids who are, like, all about the music. We kind of have our 

For youth to learn responsibility, roles need to have requirements and demands. However, youth are not thrust 
into roles without being equipped and empowered with the resources to meet the demands of the role. In many 

In all the Challenge programs, basic commitments are required of participating youth, such as being punctual 
at meetings, showing up sober, and treating each other with respect. For some youth, these requirements 

grow into being able to handle the responsibility. At that point, youth may be allowed to modify the roles and 
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Through a variety of committees at YW Boston, 
youth help shape the project according to their ideas, 
abilities, and interests. The social justice art slam 

about what the event should look like. The marketing 
group decided what promotional materials should be 
developed and what their messages should be.
 
At many of the programs, as the projects progress, 
roles evolve when youth begin directing portions of 
the sessions and assuming greater responsibilities. 

The leader of the day is basically the third 
instructor. The instructors can download 
information to the leader of the day, and they 
can then go and talk to the group instead of the 
instructors having to do it. That helps transfer 
responsibility to the student.

At Wyman, there is an intentional process of 
encouraging older youth who have been in the 
program for some time to gradually take on positions 

positions for middle school youth. Allison Williams, 
senior vice president of programs, shared:

Our young people bring a lot of energy. We have 
th graders, so there’s an opportunity, especially 

with older youth, to have them in leadership roles 
because they’ve shown growth and development 
over time. Some of our kids have facilitated Teen 

facilitators could. The opportunity is to there to 

directly in leadership roles. Giving them progressive 
roles as they move through the program is inherent 
to how we structure that program.

groups or teach participants who are newer to the program:

those informal roles where I’ll put people on a task and one who’s done it will teach the other student how to 
do it. This happens almost every night.

the Working Group. For several other programs, returning youth are integrated with the new participants of the 

If they’re returning, we ask them to start out helping, really take the role of when we do games or when we 
do this there’s a lead. You know, they really step up and demonstrate.
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responsibility over time for the life and mission of the group.

growing responsibilities. In particular, the Production Team, a group of returning youth who work closely with 
the Artistic Director and share the responsibilities of writing and directing the show, receive additional training 

The young people’s roles shifts. They start sort of just participating, and over time they begin to become 
creative agents inside the program. So when they get up on stage to do their performance, we’re sitting in 
the back of the house. We have nothing to do with what’s happening on stage. It’s all them.

STRUCTURE. 

capabilities grow.

that needs to be done. Coaching assures the tasks within these roles are suited to the ability levels of the youth 

whose responsibility is to take pictures and keep track in the group journal about what happens each day.

interests and skills and provide open-ended opportunities for youth to contribute, not just to the group’s 

determine the amount of support and direction needed for the various roles, and adjust the pace of increasing 

towards particular roles and where their motivation may be coming from to take on a role. Teena-Marie Johnson 

Bill might have a gift at facilitating, so he wants to be president. Pedro might have a gift for taking really great 
notes, so he would like to be secretary. And I think a lot of that is why they’re interested because of their own 
personal gifts and what they like to do.

 

abilities and guide them into more demanding roles over time.

MODELING. 

modeling their own professional standards and role requirements. Jennifer Freed pointed out how this ethos of 
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director position. I think that most of society’s ills come from the power of a winner-takes-all model, so from 

the way we work with every group. There’s not one leader. People get modeling from the ground up and top 
down about what it looks like to be in relationships in leadership.

to do it. They may describe their own role and the roles of the youth. They may point out behaviors that serve 

The roles are established by the instructors, and then the instructors will walk through the roles with the 
students, but the instructors are always actively modeling what those roles look like.

reminded them of the impact they have on the rest of the cast by the way they model behavior:

If you don’t show up on time to production team, our cast is going to be consistently late. If you guys are 

and you’re in it and we’re doing this, the cast will be, too, because that’s going to translate to them.

COACHING. 

Coaching is about balancing the need for youth to take responsibility and ownership with providing supports 
youth need for developing mastery. It is about holding youth accountable, supporting ownership, and 
negotiating at the same time

needed for each individual.

best, I ask myself why I didn’t do my best and how I can do it better. That’s just transferred into everything  
else I do.
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Rachel Gunther, associate director at YOB, acknowledged public speaking comes naturally to some individuals 

If we see someone with those [communication] skills, we give them opportunities to build on that. At 

other opportunities to speak. Whether it’s just doing a listening project at the train station and talking to 
strangers about what they believe or meeting with a state senator. They do that as well, and that’s a huge 
skill set they need to build.

Caldwell, senior program manager of social emotional learning at BGCGM, shared the challenges she faces 
in keeping youth focused on their roles and commitments and the coaching she provides to promote that 

For instance, the young person I saw today has senioritis. I have to make sure I’m there and checking in. It’s like 
case management. The hardest part is to be consistent all the way through, to keep up. Really, in the fall it’s 
easier to do that. In the spring, whoa, it gets harder. You’re competing with so much during this time period. 

COACHING. 

roles, providing assistance only as necessary.

program day or thinking about how we engage alumni. Youth are on those committees to provide us with 
their input and thoughts. Delegates participate in the interviews for the upcoming class and many of them 
play a role in recruiting. The youth also vote for a class speaker for graduation.

and energy may go into pressing youth to struggle with a task, use their own judgment, and make their own 

facilitate that leadership. 
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those are things that can be determined by the group.

You have the responsibility to complete the tasks that you’re given. So it’s kind of like you have to pull your 
weight. I mean, you will be helped if you need help, but they want you to go as far as you can with it before 
you come and ask questions.

 

program director, Boat Build and Sail at PWBF said:

authority. If I don’t see you working, I’m going to go over and talk to you, but I’ll also allow the other students 
to be that support and encouragement to members who might be disengaged or not on task. I don’t want 
it to feel like it’s another classroom environment. This is their project. They own it. They’re in charge of it. 
They’re the support network for each other. 

ownership leads to youth learning from doing, including learning from mistakes and perceived failures. 

responsible person in the group.

A key to having youth grow in responsibility is providing them with adequate support but not more than is 
. 

follow up after youth have lead or facilitated an activity. Victoria Guidi added:

Students have the opportunity to be a facilitator. They put themselves in that role. That’s great because 

group dynamic.

asking critical questions and painting the big picture but sometimes provide practical help as well. Teena-Marie 

We help them because they’re in school and this is our full time job. We take what they’ve created and brush 

between both sides.
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2.6 Initiative Practices

INTRODUCTION

collectively as group motivation, action, and perseverance.

. Many studies have shown that 
motivation depends on the alignment of many factors. Individuals need to know how to do an activity or feel 

. In real life, there are also 
numerous factors that can obstruct motivation, especially when we are talking about sustained motivation to 
reach a challenging goal. It’s possible to get overwhelmed, lose interest, or just get bored of the work. Other 
activities or goals can compete and become more important: everything from schoolwork, to close friends and 
romantic relationships, to the Internet. So there many separate pieces that need to come together to create a 
cohesive whole, and the task for young people is to learn how to manage and arrange those pieces.

initiative
competent in what they are doing, and feel that what they are doing matters . These are things that out-of-school 
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

SET GOALS. Youth set ambitious but realistic goals.

MOTIVATION. Youth develop and sustain motivation by doing work that matters to them.

PERSEVERANCE. 

achievements.

STAFF PRACTICES

SCAFFOLDING. 

according to what matters to them. 

belonging, competence, and connection of the program work to personal goals or societal purpose.

COACHING. 

program work moving forward.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
SET GOALS. Youth set ambitious but realistic goals.

their value system lies and seeing that their daily practices are aligning with that. We sit down with them and 
set up goals with them. That’s something that we did at the beginning of the year and that we revisited halfway 
through. Setting up short-term and long-term goals for them, both personally and professionally.

program activities. Laura Greenlee Karp, program coordinator at VOBS, illustrated how youth choose goals that 
are meaningful to them:

their uncle that he’s important to them. That student can set that goal with the instructor and that instructor 
can really work with them so that they can achieve that goal on their own.

described the process:

What are the biggest things you’re having to overcome from your past? Where in your life right now do you 

decisions together on what the focus of their action campaign will be for the year. Rachel Gunther, associate 
director, elaborated:

what they see and hear in the world.

Andrew Cintron, an alumnus of PWBF who is now a Program Assistant, shared the importance of youth setting 
goals for what they will achieve and that are within reach for each program session. Trying to get too much 

 We don’t want to give the student so much on their plate that they feel as though their nightly goal is too 
much. We have to set the right amount of goal for them that night.
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Victoria Guidi from PWBF built on the idea of helping youth to set realistic goals:

We help them develop goals by questioning how they will do it and if those goals are realistic or lofty.

In addition to this ongoing coaching, many of the programs have curriculum content around goal setting. 

MOTIVATION. Youth develop and sustain motivation by doing work that matters to them.

they have set and maintain that motivation over the long haul. The motivation youth tap into can come from 

source of motivation as they desire to give to people they care about and want to support collective goals. 
. Shared goals 

It was a good work ethic. I didn’t want to be the one person who didn’t have that work ethic. So even if I hated 
it, I did my part because everyone relied on me to do my part.

It’s really about all of us coming together. I have to keep my mind on that when I’m frustrated and don’t 
want to work.

at PWBF, described the strength-based process by which they address this obstacle. He also described how 
increasing skill and motivation reciprocally reinforce each other:

uses a strength-based approach to youth development. Adopting this approach required subtle but important 

through empowering youth, we negate their autonomy and potentially undermine their competence.

Another important source of motivation is when youth see that their work in the program matters or that it has 
meaning. They may see that they are developing skills that will later translate into a job or be valuable in adult 
roles. Or they may see that the work they are doing in community action projects can change their community 
for the better. Dawes and Larson

engagement in program activities. The power of youth discovering that the work mattered to their future was 
demonstrated in several programs. Andrew Cintron at PWBF, recalled:
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I was really motivated because I like hands-on work and had never built a boat before. I completed 

time in school, but now I want to build boats or work with youth.

Youth’s discovery that their work mattered to their community also became a powerful motivator: They gained 

I think the point where the kids start talking to us about their future and their collective community being a 
part of that vision is huge as well. Their lens has changed, and it’s not about the autonomy itself, but about 
the community and how they can impact their community.

peers. At BGCGM, a particular group of youth became motivated while serving as models to younger youth. 

campaign called Saving Our Sons that promotes black male achievement in Milwaukee:

few people who have previewed it is that we really portray African American boys in a positive light. Our boys 

But now they’re secure enough to have it viewed by everybody who’s going to be in the audience. 

The greater the personal connection youth have to their work, the more powerful their motivation and cognitive 
engagement becomes74. Below, Natalie Cooper related how an emotional memory for one youth sparked 
passion in creating change in the community:

It was emotional because his uncle was killed, but it really became a discussion about how that issue has 

One youth from YW Boston commented about the importance of being able to direct emotion towards 
positive change:

Knowing all the details was much more helpful than having the raw emotions. The raw emotions fueled us to 
stop the inequality, but the knowledge was the tool to apply that.

PERSEVERANCE. 

sustained over time and in spite of challenges. The previous standard was about developing intrinsic motivation. 

Angela Duckworth refers to this as grit .

98 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



tenacity . Some youth succeed with dogged persistence at a task. Others learn to get back into the saddle 
after failure or discouragement, a facet of resilience. Both strengthen their capacity to consistently work to 
accomplish their goals.

Shorter-term activities such as VOBS’s day-long outings and physical challenges also require persisting with 

with the students to help them identify other life situations they can apply grit to.

Boat building also presents opportunities for youth to persevere through challenging work. The cumulative 

When a piece of wood splits, or we plane down too much so that now we’re under the line and our piece of 
wood is going to be too small or too thin, these are constant setbacks that we have to work out and work 
through. There are constant mistakes going on and we discuss them.

Learning to accept setbacks as an inevitable part of pursuing a goal is a valuable lesson in developing initiative.

Youth can also get tired, especially toward the end of a long-term project. This is where they may rely on each 

Boston shared how the group keeps its members moving toward the goal: 

It’s a long process, but we know we have to go all the way to the end when we actually do our presentation. 
So we constantly meet with each other and talk about the goal.

program manager of social emotional learning at BGCGM, said:

reinforcement builds them up because by the end of the year they’re so tired.
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PERSEVERANCE. 

achievements.

by Carol Dweck and colleagues77. This plays an important role in developing initiative and sustaining it over 

rock face served as a physical challenge with a tangible result:

than the others. Once the climber discovers they can move through that, the rest of the climb will be a little 
bit easier. We call that a crutch move. There have been countless times when I’ve seen a young person get 
to that spot on a rock climb, know that they have set their goal a little bit higher than that, and they push 

respond well if the rest of the group encourages them and shows them where they might be able to put their 
foot. Other students ask for silence because they need to work through it themselves. In any case, when 
they push through that moment, they have an understanding of what it means to be determined and what it 
means to have an important goal that they work towards.

. Social acknowledgment of accomplishments can 

they did had an impact and it wasn’t just because they were good or because they sang and danced really 
well. It was beyond that. The audience got what they were intending. It has a huge impact for them around 

young people have not been on stage before. In fact, a lot of them would not choose to be on stage if it was 
up to them.

Having that production in front of your family members, in front of your community, in front of people you’ve 

for yourself, but for someone else, and that’s the best part. That’s the whole thing.

heart of these narratives, which become salient in memory, are their persevering through personal challenges, 
dealing with roadblocks, setbacks, or delays caused by others, challenges inherent in the task, unrealistic 
goals, or mistakes made . They also include persevering through the feelings of disappointment, frustration, 
boredom, and devastation that may accompany challenging tasks. Below, Julie Thayer, InIt program manager 
at YW Boston, shared a memory from a conversation with youth who had completed their community action 
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After several months and meetings, once they had gotten social justice week approved, one of them said, 

graduation presentation they alluded to the fact that it was hard, but they kept trying and kept trying until 
something stuck.

from PWBF said:

Yeah it’s hard, but you just come back every day even though it’s hard because you want to see this through 

STAFF PRACTICES
SCAFFOLDING. 

motivation. The programs start with welcoming activities that help youth feel safe, respected, and connected to 

opportunities for action that provide challenges that are demanding but within youth’s capabilities. As youth work 
on their projects, they receive direct feedback that allows them to see their progress, and the activities lead to a 

.

according to what matters to them. 

Having clear goals and pursuing something that matters are both important to motivation development. The 

the youth are the source material for the projects. In several other programs the youth have a say in selecting 

personal connection. This is typically a collective process where youth share with their peers and come to a joint 

help youth identify personally meaningful goals to pursue within or around the projects and program activities.

At BGCGM, youth select an issue that will be the focus of their performance. In order to come to a decision 

La’Ketta Caldwell of BGCGM said:

We have this program where youth talk about issues that are important to them. So the girlfriend of a young 
man who committed suicide and his best friend joined the group. They led the teams to create a PSA around 
suicide. The mother of the dead boy’s best friend was so grateful because her son kept leaving things. 
This was one of the only things he didn’t leave. He would leave school and just go walking around, but he 
committed to this because it’s important.
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Allison Williams, senior vice president of programs at Wyman, discussed how youth at her program are similarly 
given the reins to shape the goals of their service learning projects:

think we could do this in the spring. We can go plant a garden with them because someone was telling me 

to do it in a way that is manageable within the resources that you have available. 

For one community service learning project, the teens at Wyman decided to focus on the death of a former 

We lost one of our teens when she was killed by a drunk driver. After that, it took us a while to really get 
our momentum back. We kept doing TOP, but they were very passionate about doing something more. So 

reached out to the agency she came from and the teens decided they were going to do a community 

had activities to help youth process the racial tensions fueled by the death of an unarmed young black man at 
the hands of the police. Learning more about social issues helps youth build motivation for action.

about how she incorporated one of the youth’s favorite things into the program:

graduate to taking leadership roles:

means the kids are in charge, within given parameters. The instructors will provide the space and the guidance 

SCAFFOLDING. 

belonging, competence, and connection of the program work to personal goals or societal purpose.

Youth’s motivation is fostered by a sense of belonging as they form connections with their fellow collaborators, 

youth’s own motivation rather than taking responsibility for charismatically creating motivation at every 
moment and in every activity. They do this largely through the design of the program and supportive 

 
that develop a sense of belonging and competence.
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 One strategy that encourages youth to follow 
through is to build connection to the program 
and the people in it. This sense of belonging is 
a precondition for taking on responsibility for 
anything or anyone.

Building community and a sense of belonging is the 
focus of the Teamwork domain. However,
harnessing that source of motivation helps sustain 

We hope to build the community, the culture of 
that group, so they have the support they need 
and want from each other. It’s a positive support 
group in helping each other achieve those goals 
and reminding themselves and each other when 
they’re falling away from their goals.

because they think something is impossible.

master the skills, as Beth Chandler, vice president of 
programs at YW Boston, described:

youth with an opportunity to practice on that skill and then, depending on where youth are, some might 
spend more time practicing and others might be able to work on or do something else in that time. 

the research on motivation

DeVonne Bernard at Wyman shared her view:

For me it’s really just around encouraging them. A lot of times I think we’re our worst critics. I think that’s 
what I see a lot in adolescents. So we encourage them that they can do whatever they decide they want to do 
and whatever they choose.

Research shows that input from educators needs to provide accurate information. Indiscriminate praise and 
. This reinforces the setting of 
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talking about how skills learned will apply to other parts of their lives or futures. For La’Ketta Caldwell from BGCGM, 

I not only partner with the Police Department, but I also partner with the 

toward college or other life plans may motivate younger youth by making the link between program content and 

We have engaged alumni members to serve as interns and mentors and we bring on recent college graduate 
fellows to provide BSAC students with academic support, including helping with college applications and 
essays, homework, and developing a post-graduation plan for students who are following alternative paths. 
We ensure that every graduating BSAC senior has some sort of plan in place, so that none of our motivated 

COACHING.  

program work moving forward.

I think that it depends, but the majority of the time it’s the students who are addressing the mistakes or the 
failures and the instructors help them have a productive conversation about it. It’s important to allow the 
students to have their own space to make mistakes because that is when they learn. They are learning to ask 

doing what they were doing.

and perseverance by framing failure as opportunity. PWBF’s Brett Hart said:

and, frankly, it goes on the boat. The boat looks wonderful even though there are scratches in the varnish. 

longer. So she gets to succeed and fail at the same time. It’s a really beautiful thing.

that that there are times when encouragement is helpful or when other kinds of limited interventions may 

up camp was hard for him as a novice. He said:
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I just wanted to go home because it was a lot of work that I wasn’t used to. The people in my group weren’t 
complaining about it. I learned that even though it will be hard sometimes, you just stick through it.

[Interviewer:] How did you learn that?

[Youth:] We went around a circle and said what was hard for us, and the instructors gave us ways to try to 
overcome it. They never gave up. So I’m trying not to either.

who will need a gentler approach. Bolstering motivation and providing support is the counterbalance to pushing 

Ms. Janay put that motivation into me, and Ms. Sherry helped us. She blackmailed us, too. When I didn’t want 

at her and do something. Look and smile. She said look at the crowd when talking.

Isis, used tough love to help Maci stay focused:

make the situation seem smaller than what it was and made me feel bigger than what I felt. They made me 

able to build on their relationship with the youth and provide the right amount of friendly but no-nonsense push.
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the moment. At PWBF, Victoria Guidi stated:

with the students. Team leaders are also checking in with their team members to make sure they’re okay. 
Being in the shop to make sure they’re on task and engaged, that they can articulate what it is that they’re 
doing [is important].

PWBF provided an instance of how it’s important to balance success and failure:

setbacks and we want to make sure the kids are seeing their progress, too.

I respect you guys, and I believe this is where we can get to, and we’re not going to get there if we’re all 
just hanging out and everyone’s accepting our second best because we’re tired today. We’re going to push 
ourselves, and the reason we’re pushing ourselves is because we have something big to do together.

enthusiasm, determination, and fortitude. They balance serious work with fun to help youth avoid burnout .

COACHING.  

It is important that youth are able to see their progress. This is part of the reason VOBS uses daily checklists as 

that holds all of the information, hopefully, that the students need to be successful. One of those things 

something that they are well aware of that they need to meet, and once they meet it, it’s a really big deal 

Part of the mirroring we do throughout is letting them know the positive behaviors that we see. We often check 
in with the girls about what they are noticing about how each of them is becoming more powerful and more 

completely successful. For YOB, whose multi-year campaigns often outlast the tenure of the youth participants, 

to maintaining momentum over the long term:
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do you change goals in a way that feels good and moves in a positive direction? A huge piece is not being 
discouraged by what feels like a loss. How do you sort of pick up where you are and move on, move forward, 

La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM: We have a summer celebration to look back on what we’ve accomplished. 

what they’ve learned.

students build it as a celebration dinner with their families. We’ve intentionally built these rites of passage 
into the academic year as well as the graduation at the end of the year. It’s important in acknowledging their 

feeling like I’m struggling or challenged in school, a relationship, a job, or whatever it may be, I know I have 

view of themselves as someone who can accomplish, who can persevere, who can overcome. Youth can then bring 
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2.7 Problem-Solving Practices

INTRODUCTION

solving skills . The skills in this domain are those for creating plans, ensuring actions are progressing toward 
desired ends, and solving the challenges and problems that stand in the way. The projects youth conduct within 

youth achieving their goal.

These skills for real-world problem solving are vital for important life tasks, including being able to adapt to 
life changes and maintaining mental health

out implicit rules, dealing with adults who may appear to have inconsistent rules and behaviors, or trying to 
communicate with two groups of people with divergent values and ways of thinking. These kinds of everyday 

on later. As they start doing projects, they begin learning the process of real-world goal pursuits: planning, 

backup plans . They learn that it is normal to have to practice new skills repeatedly until mastery is achieved . 
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES

SET GOALS. 

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 
and contingency planning.

 

circumstances in their work.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

note progress, and identify current challenges. 

STAFF PRACTICES

STRUCTURE. 

their projects. 

MODELING. 

SCAFFOLDING. 

 

youth space to struggle with challenges.

REFLECTION. 

work and to evaluate the impact and meaning of completed projects for both the youth and other stakeholders.
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KEY YOUTH EXPERIENCES
SET GOALS. 

the program. These might be boat-building skills, outdoor survival skills, or skills necessary for producing a 

saw before this. I never used the table saw before this. I didn’t know nothing about tools. And then they 

band saws, they taught me how to use things like that.

conducting an orienteering program, our instructors walk the student through a demonstration about how 

program.

have a set designer, there’s blocking, set direction. That’s why we partnered up with the Milwaukee Film for 
the documentary. They learned how to set up lights. They learned how to strike a set.

The technical skills learned in the programs vary according to the projects, but each project presents an 

 

days, weeks, or months . First steps involve building relationships, learning skills, and planning. Whether the 
project is a community service learning project, theater production, or video, youth engage in deciding on a 

Later aspects of the project build on this early foundation. The completion of one step sets the stage for the 

time span is shorter, but the progression is similar as youth participants engage in a week-long wilderness trip 

real-world challenges, such as managing multiple components of work, learning new skills, communicating 
and coordinating work with team members, interacting with community members, navigating competing 
considerations, and identifying and overcoming technical problems. For details on the cumulative nature of the 
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PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 
and contingency planning.

project requirements and challenges and develop appropriate plans for them. Implementing their plans 

how to overcome obstacles to get back to their original plan or how to modify goals or strategies. In short, an 
iterative process of plan, practice, adjust forms the planning-action cycle.

At Wyman, initial planning begins formally with a needs assessment before generating ideas for a community 
service learning project. For Wyman, community service learning is a process in which youth are engaged from 

celebrating their success. Allison Williams, senior vice president of programs at Wyman, said:

We were researching things for our younger kids to do or even just thinking about it and brainstorming. What 
are some things we used to do when we were kids? Is this something we’re going be interested in, like making 
a paper bird or coloring a page? Outweighing the good from the bad to see what works and what doesn’t. 
It was all about teamwork because everyone has ideas they’re trying to incorporate. It’s all about trying to 
compare and contrast and put them together so that it works.

In addition to brainstorming ideas for a project and selecting it, youth also must think about processes, 

strategic thinking about what should be included, resources needed, and the detailed strategies and methods to 
carry out their plans. At BGCGM, the youth planned a celebration at a park. La’Ketta Caldwell recalled:

and helped plan that. They planned roles for the emcee and for the community presentation. They helped write the 

the microphone, the boom mic? Who’s in charge of those sorts of things? Who’s going to help lead the icebreaker?

to the American Cancer Society to cook. If we separate it out, we’ll know we have everything.
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So formal planning and seeing the plot and how we’re going to set up the play are important, like which scene 

should they be the narrator? How are we going to process this to the audience, and how are they going to 

process to produce the right product.

and conundrums. Thinking through the logical consequences of decisions can prevent mistakes. At the time 

Who can change the situation? What motivates them to change the situation, and how do you use your 

and how do you use metrics? What’s the outcome and what does success look like? Being able to be trained 
in those principles and then apply them for the actual campaigns that we were running was really important.

The youth have to work and plan within constraints such as limited funding. A Wyman alumnus said:

to send down there. So everybody’s coming up with these big ideas, but we don’t have the funds to do the 
fundraiser to get the money. So it was all about let’s come up with some kind of fundraisers where we can 

actually took a trip down there as a group.

The practice and training the youth receive help them to anticipate problems and plan for the future. They 
are often able to transfer what they have learned in the program to their personal lives. The learning involves 

Okay, so I’ve got this choice. What would happen if I choose A? What would happen if I choose B? What are 
the outcomes of my decisions?

Wyman alumnus: It’s like breaking the problem down. You take the problem from the middle and work its 
way out, and I think it works better that way.
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TPP alumna: You don’t want to just jump to conclusions and start doing things without really having a plan. 

hope that things will just happen the way they do. I kind of learned how to plan things out. With my college 

safeties. Those particular things have really helped me to understand the importance of how to plan and 
then take action from that plan.

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

 

Repetition is critical to learning action skills. Applying the same skills over again to the same or to slightly varying 
situations deepens learning

to iterate and evolve were central. The materials we use in this traditional wooden boatbuilding process 

 
In addition to repetition, PWBF also intentionally allows youth to try some new skills on their own. Andrew 
Cintron, a former participant and now Program Assistant at PWBF, described how he learned a number of things 

draw angles for a bevel joint on the boat without using a tool to create the angle:

for two days. It could have been done in like an hour. So with trial and error it ended up working out. Or once 

working around things like that. I tried, and some things worked and some things didn’t.
 
By going through this tedious process, he learned it more deeply. That made the process personal and valuable:

really bad. Like the boat didn’t sink, but I scratched it. They told me afterwards what I was doing wrong, but not 
on that day. So I learned that I was coming in too fast. When I tried the other way, I slowed way down coming to 

If a student decides not to wear their rain gear, the consequence is pretty natural. There could be 

when a group is not watching their map closely and pass their campsite. The instructors will allow this to 
be a teachable moment, which could mean the group has to continue paddling for several more miles, 
depending on the availability of campsites. Having to continue to paddle is a natural consequence that will 
help them learn from their mistake. This becomes a powerful lesson, especially if it has already been a long 

learning. It’s likely they won’t make the same mistake again.
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in which the plot, characters and dialogue of a game, scene, or story are made up in the moment, is by its nature 

static scene but learning how to become more adept at creative invention by trial and error and practice.

is to not say the right thing or to get the scene right. It is literally to just do whatever comes to your mind and 

creativity comes from.

For more on this concept, see the curriculum feature Safe Space.

PLANNING-ACTION CYCLES.  

circumstances in their work.

according to what the new circumstances will permit. 
Delays may push back deadlines. In community 
service learning projects, goals must be adapted 
to the desires and cooperativeness of others and 
availability of resources. When youth are not able 

stone to success is crucial:

the way it’s written or implemented is not the 

can’t change what just happened. How can we 
improve the situation and people’s lives through 

still ways to make positive change even if the 
original goal wasn’t met. We work hard to think 
creatively about the positives.

Victoria Guidi, program director, Boat Build and 
Sail at PWBF: Like days we’d come in and the wood 
was breaking at the bend three or four times. It 
would push our deadline back, but the students are 
dealing with it as a team. It helped us all because 
we turned it from a negative thing into a way to rally 
and get together and make it work. Let’s just go to 
plan b, to plan c. Let’s all put our minds together so 
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administrators raised and how to address them:

Beth Chandler, vice president of programs at YW Boston: They kept having to go back to the administration to 
talk about what they wanted to do. Then they kept getting delayed, and so every time they’d set a date, there 
was another delay. They kept having to move the date forward which was frustrating. But they continued to 

so that the administration would feel comfortable in letting the activity go forward.

Julie Thayer, InIt program manager at YW Boston: One group I worked with kept coming up with ideas that 
were shot down by the school. The administration didn’t want the students taking time away from reading 
or studying. They were so frustrated because they had bought into how important these conversations 
were and really wanted to engage their fellow students and the administrators were saying they couldn’t. 

the school’s culture or schedule and they’d have to think of another way of engaging the students. I kept 
throwing out ideas and made sure at the end of the meeting that they had concrete steps to take because 
when faced with a challenge like that, it can be hard to stay motivated.

Lake Superior on a backpacking trip. We didn’t want to go the long way because it would take up too much 

making our own little pathway across the river.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

note progress, and identify current challenges. 

Outcomes provide feedback on the planning, speculating, anticipating, and scenario building that youth 
engage in at the beginning of and during their work . Youth learn from authentic outcomes, such as seeing 
the impact of their work on others, including community members . This can be a moving and transforming 

talk about how much they’d grown from having the opportunity to work with younger children. And for 

 

DeVonne Bernard at Wyman: It was raining and they knew what they had planned didn’t work. It was not the 

We planned for and had everything outside and planned nothing for inside. We should never be in that place 
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and we just sat back and let it happen. They did a great job working through it.

La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM: For over a year we’ve had a videographer who’s been to a majority of our classes 

events, programs make sure to celebrate progress and success. For some programs, the public debut of their 

each group of youth shares about their project. VOBS celebrates at the end of their challenge week but also has 
a midway celebration. These celebrations serve many functions. Midway celebrations reinforce motivation and 

has been shown to promote learning and growth .
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students make in December. It’s meant to be a celebration dinner with all of their families. Rites of passage are 
very important in having them acknowledge their growth and what they’ve learned and what it means to them.

check in with the girls about what they are noticing about how each of them is becoming more powerful 

imagine the culture every week.

Youth at PWBF spoke about their commitment to the project, putting in long hours over several months, and the 
satisfaction of seeing the emerging progress that was the result of their labor:

slowly building part after part and just dedicating each hour to pushing past, Like, what I thought that I could 
do as a person, I just kept getting better and better at it.

OUTCOMES VERIFY SKILLS.  
and verify youth skills.

school. I don’t have a job. I haven’t done a thing, and you’re sitting here asking me to take this diploma and 

healthy growth and learning.

Brett Hart at PWBF: Our students are developing two things. They’re developing an idea of themselves and 

that will help them get there.
 

their goal really proves it to them. La’Ketta Caldwell at BGCGM said: 

Sometimes they don’t see it until the community presentation. That’s when they have the opportunity to get 

Journal Sentinel
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STAFF PRACTICES
STRUCTURE. 

the how-tos of leadership, cooking, theater performance, canoeing, etc. The youth are also given instruction and 
training in the mental processes and actions involved in problem solving and other social and emotional skills. 
Some training is structured within a preparatory period before launching into the primary program activity. Other 

• Community Learning

• Leadership Development

• Community Service

• Personal Skills Development

• Workplace Skills Development
leadership/communication styles, and fundraising skills. 

one with each delegation of students as they identify and implement community action projects. During 

Students participate in acting, improvisation, dance, movement, voice, singing, and playwriting workshops 

program. They are selected by the Production Team from the year before. Prior to the start of the program 

Understanding what types of training are needed is key to successful implementation. YOB does this 
assessment intentionally, as Rachel Gunther described:

Depending on the year and the needs we do an assessment of what kind of training is needed. It could be 
public speaking. It could be communication skills with policy makers. How do you ensure you get enough 
airtime at meetings with adults? How do you speak to them in a way that they’re going to be listening? It 
may be as simple as knowing what’s appropriate to wear. How do we make sure youth show up to meetings 

better than I do.
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and vocabulary. At PWBF, Brett Hart shared the importance of mathematics as a carpentry skill:

they get it. I’ll get the students to the point where they can recite 

their head and/or getting it mathematically. I don’t care which way 

need to get across: without mastery of measurement you’re not going 
anywhere with carpentry.

STRUCTURE. 

their projects. 

The idea that youth must have agency and ownership over some or all of the decisions within a project is 

Victoria Guidi at PWBF: The students are really the ones leading it. In the beginning we had to do the 

create, that this is their space.

Brett Hart at PWBF: We’re going to work with them as partners. We’re going to do it with them rather than 
to them. Bottom line is that we have safety measures in place, but it’s still dangerous. You have to show that 

thickness planers, band saws. 

Allison Williams at Wyman: The Hope Lodge service project has taken place at least twice a year for the last 

minimal given the teens’ level of skill development and ownership for this process. 

STRUCTURE. 
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Williams from Wyman described the balance of providing structure and latitude within projects:

and practice skills. They feel that they have choice, ownership, and leadership in the CSL process. The 
facilitator’s role is to determine general resources and boundaries for CSL, and support teens in practicing 

MODELING. 

intentionally model skills by having youth join them in authentic, real-world situations:

Rachel Gunther at YOB: Teena was doing a project on a youth participatory budget in Boston, and she brought 
two students who were interested in this project with her to every meeting. Those two students got a particular 

those meetings.

application:

sensitive issues and challenging self-discovery.

problem solve by adjusting tasks with newer youth. DeVonne Bernard at Wyman said:

We really had to adjust our approach in some areas, even with facilitation, which helped the teens adjust. As 
they saw us adjusting, making sure that we were helping where we could, they really started doing that as 
well. It’s almost like they kind of took on some of those roles.

highlighted. The presence and involvement of veteran youth participants helps to reinforce the culture and 

of returning youth who make decisions about the production, help to facilitate rehearsals, and write the script. At 
YOB, the Working Group is a smaller team who apply to be leaders and are responsible for making decisions about 
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and stay through high school, allowing older youth to serve as models 
for younger youth. At PWBF, returning youth work together on more 
challenging designs. They are in the same space at the same time as the 
novice groups and sometimes mentor the novice apprentices.

So it was all about compare and contrast again. So what were some 
things we need to do or what are some of those same steps we need 
to follow to get it done, you know, for us to do it properly?

SCAFFOLDING. 

 

youth space to struggle with challenges.

position themselves as collaborators. In others, their role is more of a coach, judiciously leading from behind 

physical and emotional safety and prevent projects from creating legal or other problems for the youth 

In at least half of the programs, 

youth serve as role models for 

culture of action in which novice 
youth learn from veterans and 

highlighted. The presence and 
involvement of veteran youth 
participants helps to reinforce 

the novice youth. 
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Natalie Cooper at BGCGM, highlighted the evolving 

The way that it progresses is that it’s more like 
a teacher in the beginning and as it evolves it 
becomes more like a coach or a counselor. In the 
beginning, it’s really just establishing things. It’s 
very structured, but it changes as the kids become 
more comfortable. La’Ketta can step back and 

they feel in their decision making, the more they’re 
willing to take leadership roles. It doesn’t require 
an adult to step up and be a leader. Towards the 
end we’re saying that they are our bosses. They’re 
telling us what they need from us and holding us 
accountable to get the job done.

Program at TPP, described the arc of increasing 
independence as the months proceed:

months, and as they start turning the corner and 
building the show, I’m much more in there with 
them as opposed to kind up front leading.

needs to go from more control to less control and 
greater autonomy:

year they need to let go. By the end of the year they’re actually doing less than they are in the beginning. I’ve 
watched our artistic directors get this completely wrong where at the front end they’re all supportive with 
open ears and eyes and arms. Then they start directing the show and become a little tyrant to get it done, 

You have to take the opposite approach: direct the process and facilitate the production.

Once we feel the students have met the basic training skills, we allow them to move on and have a little bit 
more independence. The instructors do less micromanaging and allow students to start setting their own 
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Laura Greenlee Karp at VOBS: On our last Launch program day we were trying to plan our menu and learn 
how to set up a tent. So we gave students the tools and the checklist. One of the checklist items was putting 

in and help a little bit.

problem to solve. At YW Boston, for instance:

A delegation at one school wanted to create social justice workshops for their classmates. They felt unable 
to gain support from the school administration and were concerned they would not be able to build enough 

critical thinking process in which they matched the resources available to them to the needs of their project. 

using their personal networks, and a social media campaign.

get too frustrated and overwhelmed. To keep the project moving we have to be aware of that. We let the 

we don’t do for our young people what they can do for themselves, and they can usually do a lot more 

team participates in all the activities, and that ranges from warm-ups to social change activities to creating 
scenes and writing. Their participation means authorship and creativity. When it comes to the show, they’re 
responsible for writing their own performances. If three youth are in a scene and have a song, they are 
responsible for working with the musical director to get it done.

youth make mistakes:

It means they have to learn to let go of control. Victoria, our program director, has responsibilities. There 

so it should be clean, and everyone should be engaged and smiling. Victoria has to empower students. She 

sometimes that means a destroyed cockpit coaming, which costs time, lumber, and energy. Celia also is now 

let it happen. She can’t take control because of a benchmark or a deadline. Victoria has to balance feedback 

gets this right most of the time, but that doesn’t mean it’s easy.
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perseverance and to relate to youth in a way that empowers them. Victoria Guidi at PWBF uses several 

seen the youth complete a similar task or reassure them that she’s not giving up on them. If youth are visibly 
frustrated, Victoria might check in with them and begin a conversation, helping them to evaluate their progress 
or performance, keeping the feedback focused on the work, not the individual:

keep them going I can just use questions and encouragement. Sometimes I’ll pull over another student who’s 
encountered a similar problem or that I know is a cheerleader or coach to the group.

  

REFLECTION. 

work and to evaluate the impact and meaning of completed projects for both the youth and other stakeholders.

including hidden processes and the role of chance
what might look like an unsuccessful outcome may in fact represent important and remarkable achievements.

At PWBF, each evening youth are asked to articulate the processes they’ve used and record progress for the 

where teens identify how their preparation and action has impacted the issue and individuals served, their 

sometimes it’s an activity within that conversation or journaling or a pair/share. Our philosophy is that if all that 
learning just stays within a person and they don’t have the opportunity to share and own it, then the likelihood 

Teena-Marie Johnson at YOB: We do a lot in the form of debriefs, pluses and deltas, and key learnings. After 
a meeting takes place we’ll debrief it and talk about what could have been done better. What went great? 
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framing pieces that way. That is where we get to have the opportunity to learn from and build on what we 
could have done better and what was great.

to go to college, I need to start thinking now about whether I want to take algebra or other math. That might 

Often it is not until looking back at the end of a project that youth see that what they didn’t trust could 
happen really did happen.

Teena-Marie Johnson at YOB: We hold retreats for our support group. Group retreats are where the entire 
focus is to think about where you are emotionally and how that impacts the work that you do. How do this 
work and your emotions impact your life, home, school, and work?
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story of both successes and challenges programs have found integrating 
social and emotional learning into their curriculum. Find information 

graphically. Additionally, we describe the role youth participants and 

AHA! (ATTITUDE, HARMONY, ACHIEVEMENT), SANTA BARBARA, CA

on creating a community of socially and emotionally intelligent adolescents who are committed to compassion, 

BOYS & GIRLS CLUBS OF GREATER MILWAUKEE, MILWAUKEE, WI

issue that is presented to their community.

PHILADELPHIA WOODEN BOAT FACTORY, PHILADELPHIA, PA 

three and a half hours a day, three days a week after school. Teams of youth apprentices build boats in the shop 
during colder months and sail the completed projects during the summer. Through project-based learning clubs, 

PART THREE. 

CASE NARRATIVES

As you read each narrative:
 » Consider how the structures and 

the development of social and emotional 

 »
sequence and SEL content sequence 

 » Take note of the elements of the content 
sequence that are similar to what you do 

and structures you could adopt that 
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THE POSSIBILITY PROJECT, NEW YORK, NY

transform the negative forces in their lives and communities into positive action. Through a combination of 

instruction in performing arts, youth work together to write, produce, and perform an original musical based on 
their lives and their ideas for change. In addition, they design and lead community action projects on issues of 
concern to them in order to take their creative vision for change into the world.

VOYAGEUR OUTWARD BOUND SCHOOL, ST. PAUL, MN

Cities. The Strive Forward program provides a unique opportunity for African American male middle school 
students attending the Open World Learning Community School in St. Paul, Minnesota. Through the program, young 

WYMAN, ST. LOUIS, MO 

discussion and community service learning opportunities to empower teens to lead successful lives and build 

including cooking meals for family members of cancer treatment patients, providing child care services for a local 

to a former TOP member who was killed by a drunk driver. In addition to running programs in St. Louis, Wyman 

YOUTH ON BOARD, BOSTON, MA

beyond. YOB promotes youth voice, trains student leaders, and creates programming that empowers young 
people to develop the knowledge, skills, empathy, and agency to succeed inside and outside of school. The 

high school leaders from across the city to make youth-directed change in the Boston Public Schools. Young 

develop collective solutions through school-based, local, state, and national campaigns.

YWCA BOSTON, BOSTON, MA

students with coaching and support throughout the year through biweekly meetings at their schools. The youth 

community action project that addresses an inequity in their school, community group or neighborhood.
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3.1. AHA!  
(Attitude, Harmony, Achievement) 
Santa Barbara, CA 

GIRLS’ RELATIONSHIP WISDOM GROUP

Freedman, MFT, co-founded 
 in response to the 

Columbine High School massacre. Together with 
a group of friends, they ran a summer program 

for local teens to develop relational skills through group process and 
the creative arts. The program received so much positive feedback from 
adults and youth alike that Jennifer and Rendy decided to develop it 
further. Since that summer, the program has grown to serve thousands 
of youth throughout Santa Barbara County, California.

imagination, and social conscience in teenagers. In order to achieve this, 

after-school, summer, and in-school programs in Santa Barbara County. 
Some of the groups include the Creative Group, The Ally Leadership 
Group, Girls’ Relationship Group, Guys’ Relationship Group, Talk-It-Out 
Group, Peace Builders Group, and the Sing-It-Out Group. Youth can also 

the Santa Barbara Teen Coalition, Just Communities, Anti-Defamation 

or more problematic areas of their lives, such as issues with school, parents, 
family, relationships, law enforcement, and substance abuse. The majority 

students shared that they had stopped doing drugs and self-harming, learned 

lasting and deep friendships where they could truly be themselves, and 

preventing bullying, feeling connected to others, and managing emotions. 

percent or more occurred in disciplinary referrals and suspensions.
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ORGANIZATION 

Number of volunteers

Annual operating budget

FOCUS OFFERING 

Total contact hours

Duration of the program period

FOCUS OFFERING YOUTH (FROM YOUTH SURVEYS FALL 2013)

Number of youth

Age

Gender

Ethnicity • 
• 
• 

American
• 

Percent currently attending 
school on a regular basis

FOCUS OFFERING STAFF (FROM STAFF SURVEY)

4

Level of education • 
college

• 
Degree

• 
degree

Years of experience • 
development

• 
program

expertise self-rating  

 

129
CASE NARRATIVES

AHA! 



YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth

friends, social media followers may see an announcement online, or parents, therapists, and school counselors 

We’re not a disciplinary program, and we don’t want to be. The second group is the youth whose parents 

understand what’s possible for them.

a voluntary activity and that it’s not discipline oriented, so we want people to come on their own volition and 

Girls who are being pressured to participate by parents, social workers, therapists, etc., are generally not chosen. 

We can’t accept people who are actively addicted to substances or have a full-blown eating disorder or 

program. We can’t accept people whose parents want them to go, but they hate it and don’t want to be there. 
It just won’t work because, again, we’re not a discipline-oriented program. Now, of course, teenagers end up 
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is representative of the full socio-economic spectrum. She commented: 

Recently, we’ve been more heavily weighted with the Latino and lower socioeconomic groups because there 
is such a deep need, so we are focusing on increasing our numbers of middle and upper-income Caucasian 
teens. Not only do we want to have this diversity in our program, but it’s because these social and emotional 
skills, this connection, this group process is important for everyone. If teens can really see the perspective 

Jennifer Freed and Rendy Freeman are co-founders and co-directors of 

this model:

requires mutuality, and it also requires that relational skills are used to share power and leadership. The 

director position. I think that for us, most societal ills come from the power-over, winner-takes-all model, and 

the top down about what it looks like to be in relationships in leadership.

Jennifer Freed added:

What we’re looking for is somebody who is committed to their own personal growth and is mature enough 
to handle that on their own. We don’t want to be mothers to them. We’re looking for people who have 
real, dynamic, charismatic personalities because Robert Brooks really talked about how youth thrive in an 
atmosphere of charismatic adults. They need to have somebody or something to look forward to instead of 

this kind of intrinsic, passionate availability. We’re always looking for more diverse cultural role models in 

whose life work is walking this talk. Over time, we’ve learned that this really needs to be a calling, not a job. 

Continuing education between formal trainings also occurs in the form of book recommendations and relevant 
scholarly studies. Finally, there are weekly supervision meetings that serve as another forum for continued 

“Over time, we’ve learned that this 

That’s a huge distinguishing factor of 
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OFFERING CURRICULUM

relationship skills. Jennifer described the purpose for the program:

By the end of the year, what we want more than anything is for the 
girls to take away a sense of agency in their lives. To move from a 
victim identity, an oppressed identity, into a powerful, choice-driven 

their authority, their creativity, their ability to have supportive relationships with both males and females. We 
want them to have pride and authenticity about who they uniquely are.

an opportunity to check in with the participants around goals and aspirations for the group. Finally, the end of 
the program year is a sentimental time for the participants as they prepare to end this dynamic relationship and 
take the lessons learned into other areas of life.

Orientation. Once the youth have been selected for the program, they attend an orientation on the Saturday 

Group Culture. 

The girls develop a list of qualities and needs that will create the best group culture. Jennifer Freed said: 

We talk to the girls right from the onset about what kind of culture they want to create in that group. We 
make a list of the qualities and needs they have to have for it to be the best kind of group they want to 
have, and what things are going to be helpful and what would be hurtful to having a safe and thriving group 
culture. So they decide, but we also get to weigh in.

you activities to promote everyone’s understanding of where people come from emotionally, socially, and 

in discussing the program and/or their child’s involvement. Questions often arise around Girls’ Group topics, 

as they provide informal ways to further develop relationships and gather anecdotal information about the 
youth who are participating in the program.

“To move from a victim identity, an 
oppressed identity, into a powerful, 
choice-driven identity where they’re 

ORIENTATION GROUP  
CULTURE

BECOME YOUR  
BEST SELF

INTIMACY IN  
THE MIDDLE

SAYING  
GOODBYE
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Become Your Best Self. The Girls’ Group uses a workbook curriculum from the Become Your Best Self series 

Group have this curriculum as a resource and draw from it to plan for a month or more of sessions at a time:

Basically, we are responding to what the girls bring into the room. We have our architecture. We have 

the consumers who are looking for a certain body of work that suits their needs at the time. Teenagers 

weeks, we’re going to really be assessing what are the challenges in their life where they feel powerful and 

create their culture when they walk in the room, so it depends on who the constituents are.

Identify and name emotions

strategies for coping and healthy outlets

Listen deeply to others as they share about their emotional states

4. Learn how to tolerate intense emotional states and release emotion 
in a positive way

possibilities, while still taking time to fully feel one’s current emotional state

7. 

Learn how to ask for help when one feels stuck or unable to process their emotion

emotional cues as information to support this process

Jennifer Freed discussed the topics that are included in the curriculum over the course of the session: 

going to cover.

We’re going to talk about what their dreams and hopes are in their lives and what gets in their way achieving 
those. We’re going to talk about how to say yes when you want to say yes and how to say no when you want 
to say no. We’re going to work on what stories we make up that are powerful stories and what stories we 

female friendships and how we gossip and how that hurts each other and what it’s like to commit to gossip-
free interactions. We’re going to talk about standing up for women and each other in terms of when people are 
being talked about in a disrespectful way, how we, with curiosity and humor, intervene. We’re going to work on 
how do you get support when you’re in a dark hole and you really don’t know how to get out of it? 

Who do you turn to?

what we want them to learn and 

group has its own personality and set of 

their culture when they walk in the room, so 
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start to identify this cue that they have in their bodies around anger and fear. We’re going to do the work 

These are some of the curriculum topics introduced over the year, and they are covered repeatedly in group 

in a safe space with trusted mentors where they can develop the openness, mindfulness, and willingness to take 

Intimacy in the Middle. 

Psychologically that’s really important because the middle is the time that most people really start acting out 
and getting a little bit feisty and uncomfortable. So we really talk about intimacy in the middle in terms of, 
you know, now that we’re getting comfortable with each other, there are certain ways girls start to challenge 
each other, challenge the leader, start showing issues around their own authority or rebelling against authority.

don’t want in terms of deepening the group and putting it in their hands. We do a lot of what we call making 

Saying Goodbye. 
young women who attend the Girls’ Group, the relationships they’ve established through the group are deeper 

what the end of the program means and what they’ve learned that they can apply to future relationships:

We talk about endings, not just of this group, but about how in life endings are usually botched up and leave 

what kind of risk it requires to not hold things back and how resentments get in the way of completion.

we will stay connected and sometimes we won’t. That’s the reality, but the point is: what are you taking with 

opposed to suggesting that the people in the room are the only ones they can be attached to. We see there is 

reliability, and ritual really help the youth feel more contained, and also feel like they are owning their own 

Mindfulness. 

Thorns and Roses. After mindfulness, the girls discuss their thorns and roses, the negative and positive 

Main Activity. 
youth where they are in their development and helps them progress to their goals.
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Appreciations. 
contributions to the group that day.

support for each other. This pre-session planning meeting is one of 

meetings where, along with discussing the progress or emergent issues 
of individual youth, they are able to deepen their interpersonal connections and further develop their own social 
and emotional skills. Jennifer Freed spoke about the importance of building these deep connections between 

It helps them be their best at work. More importantly, all the research shows that people feel happiest when 

as colleagues. So that’s a huge part. An overall life enhancement is what we’re about. We don’t want anything 

thereby improve the lives of others they come into contact with:

YOUTH TESTIMONIAL

and rage, acting out with self harm and not going to school. She transformed all of that with two years of steady 

program, I do not know where I would be, but I know that I would be lacking in a lot of positive support 

hatred, prejudice, and bullying by encouraging tolerance, understanding, and compassion. By being part of 

one of us brought something unique and special to the group, and I left feeling like I knew people on a deeper 

their outward appearance or lifestyle choices. I grew to tolerate, appreciate, and embrace individuals from 

individuals. What it encouraged was careful curiosity and a desire to get to know and seek knowledge about 

“We emphasize the skills they take 
with them that help them connect 
with people, period, as opposed to 
suggesting that the people in the room are 

the opportunity to connect to women and 
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3.2 Boys & Girls Clubs  
of Greater Milwaukee

Milwaukee, WI

CAN YOU HEAR US NOW?

transformed two basement rooms at Plymouth 
Church in downtown Milwaukee into a club for 

oldest and largest youth-serving agency in the area. BGCGM’s mission is 
simple: to inspire and empower all young people, especially those who 

BGCGM’s Can You Hear Us Now program is a youth-led advocacy 

themselves through media and art and the guidance to address issues 

important issue to focus on and learn the technical skills associated with 

The Block 

night called  
The Voice: 

The Power of Youth Voice in Changing Society, as well as a public service 
announcement about the impact of suicide. In her own words, one youth 

country think that teenagers’ lives don’t matter. Like they think we’re 
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 
When asked to describe the young people who attend CYHUN, Natalie Cooper, senior director of social 
emotional learning, said: 

generation that’s following them. These youth are secure enough in who they are as individuals that they are 

The majority of participants in CYHUN grew up in the Lindsay Heights neighborhood of Milwaukee, where 
violence, poverty, and trauma have been a part of their daily lives. Most of these teens are youth of color living 
in single or foster-parent households and take on the responsibility of caring for younger siblings or helping 

as teenagers. This accumulated stress can take a heavy toll on a young person. CYHUN youth are resilient 
and eager to move beyond their circumstances and create their own positive futures as well as make a positive 

information sessions to talk about the program and give opportunities for kids to sign up. We have kids who’ve 

teen center and the club. We make everyone familiar with the awesome nature of the program from the front 

and that’s why we have such a high retention rate.

for. For the program to be successful, youth must commit to attending the weekly sessions on a regular basis 

communicated to youth that their commitment is important to the success of the program:
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You don’t get to come for one or two sessions, or start coming in towards the end and then have the glory 
of everything that happened. We need your full commitment from beginning to end. If you have other 
components of your life that will cause you not to be committed, we can’t give you the leadership role you’re 
accustomed to because it’s critical for you to be present for us to accomplish our goals.

The structure of the program and the commitment required make CYHUN attractive to young people and 
parents who might not otherwise be involved in activities at BGCGM. The hope is that this also impacts how they 
interact within the greater club outside of the CYHUN program:

walk in and know that this program has a start and an end. It has core values and outcomes delivered within 

interests at heart. For many of the participants, this trust between 

up in Lindsay Heights, abandonment and broken commitments are 
far too constant of a reality, and they are often weary of adults who 
come into their lives. Our Senior Program Manager always says that the teens are at once ‘greeted with love 

Once this relationship is established, participants in CYHUN begin to seek out and develop positive social 
relationships with other adults and their peers.

Facilitators must be willing to commit their time to the teens and to take an active role, which means being 

a part of, such as sporting events, performances, or graduations, in order to show their love and support for 

manager of social emotional learning, elaborated:

Natalie is our director, but she still went out in the cold to see a student play football in the rain. Who does that? 

I know young people. Teens are my favorite. They’re complicated. It takes a lot. But with teenagers, you’ve got 

constantly study, constantly prove myself to them.

Natalie Cooper was initially moved to action when she saw the need for a community platform to hear the 
voices of their young people. The event that made this need perfectly clear occurred at the funeral for a club 
member at another location. A brawl broke out at the funeral and the police were called:

had someone in their lives validate 

positive social relationships with other adults 

—Natalie Cooper, BGCGM
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It was just a tragedy. It was so loud. It was negative energy, but was also the passion and the pain of the loss, 
and it just clicked for us that we have to do more to hear the voices of the young people. There are a lot of 
issues in the city of Milwaukee with our young people and how to positively engage with the police. So to see 

protect them. Where nobody else was listening, my team and I were listening. We talked one-on-one with the 

We discovered they felt that the adults had failed them. So that was kind of my click moment that we have to 
really provide a platform that will force the communities to hear from the voice of our young people.

group because they need the familiarity of somebody who not only knows their story but has lived their story. 

groups, if they feel it is in the best interest of the youth.

OFFERING CURRICULUM

My role is to get you to where people can hear you. What you have to say when you’re mad, they need to hear 
that. I’m going to help you polish it up in a way where they will hear it, and they’ll feel it, and it will change. If 
you can get to the heart of the people, they will change.

positive changes in their lives.

or media genre. The program topic changes each year and are developed by the youth. The following is a 
description of the program sequence that CYHUN follows across a program year.

Weeks 1–3: Building Trust and Community. 

WEEKS 1–3:  
BUILDING TRUST  
AND COMMUNITY

(THROUGHOUT):  
TECHNICAL  
TRAINING

WEEKS 4–11:  
UNDERSTANDING  
MY COMMUNITY

WEEK 14–15:  
RESEARCH

WEEKS 12–13:  
EXPLORING  
THE ISSUE
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building the community. They play lots of games and use theater improvisation techniques to get to know each 

Often this means just spending time with the youth and doing things they like to do, such as playing video 

take their input to create a safe space where they feel comfortable sharing.

This focused time on team building is essential to welcoming new youth to the program and also to rebuild the 
bonds between the returning youth who may have lost touch over the summer.

Weeks 4–11: Understanding My Community. As youth continue to get to know each other, they begin 
considering the things happening in their community that impact their lives. This is a brainstorming period and 

period through a series of questions:

What’s going on right now in the community? How does that connect with what’s going on in the nation? 
What do you see on the news? We focus on understanding what is going on. Why do you think this is 
happening? Why do you believe our community is changing? What are some things going on? What are some 
things you see in the community that you wish you could change? What frustrates you?

important to them and to other youth in their city.

and song. The group was reading Tupac Shakur’s book of poetry, The Rose that Grew from Concrete,

So I didn’t hear any of the stuttering. People didn’t have their books up in front of their face. So I thought, 

Weeks 12–13: Exploring the Issue. From the brainstorming and discussion over the previous weeks, youth 
select an issue that is of importance to them that will become the focus of their project for the remainder of the 

one voice that will emanate across all the groups. So everybody has a voice, everybody wants to be heard, 

WEEK 19–22:  
COMMUNITY 

PRESENTATION 
PLANNING

WEEK 29–30:  
COMMUNITY  

PRESENTATION 
OCCURS

WEEK 23–24:  
COMMUNITY 

PRESENTATION  
LOGISTICS

WEEK 31–32:  
DEBRIEF  

AND  
CELEBRATION

WEEK 25–28:  
COMMUNITY  

PRESENTATION 
PROMOTION
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During this stage, youth learn as much as they can about their chosen issue by reading news articles, reviewing 
statistics, and conducting Internet searches. They also participate in activities designed to help them further 
unpack the issue. Natalie added:

things of that nature. They can learn to identify their role as an individual and how it impacts the broader 
community.

Week 14–15: Research. 

club, having conversations with their teachers about the topic. They’re looking for the voice of the people. 
A lot of the people they interviewed for this year’s project were their peers. They went out into the larger 

Technical Training (Throughout): Youth learn the technical skills and terminology for the genre of their 

and work with teens to develop the skills they need to complete their projects.

Last year, when the youth were featured in a documentary, they learned how to use a camera, how to edit, how 
to take pictures, and how to storyboard. This year, where the project was a poetry and drama production, youth 
received technical training in voice lessons and performance technique. They also learned to write their own 

La’Ketta uses her background in the arts to help the youth develop technical skills. Through free writing activities 

they feel out loud.

Week 19–22: Community Presentation Planning. The community presentation is the focus for the second half 

that appreciated the contribution of the original youth and welcomed the participation of the newly recruited 

which was partnering with BGCGM on the production. Youth from all groups were engaged in production 
decisions to ensure that everyone’s voice was heard.

Week 23–24: Community Presentation Logistics. 
the three years since the program launched, depending on the intended audience and the nature of the work to 
be presented. The performance highlighted in this study took place in the atrium at the Milwaukee Art Museum 
with its beautiful glass ceiling. As part of preparation for the performance, youth visited the museum, had a tour 

Week 25–28: Community Presentation Promotion. The youth played a large role in promotion of the 
performance. They were encouraged to use social media to invite their friends and families to the event. Youth 
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were also coached in how to deliver a television interview. The local news channel covered the performance 

phrased by La’Ketta. 

Week 29–30: Community Presentation Occurs. The presentation was one night only, but during the week 
leading up to it, there were nightly technical rehearsals. The culminating show was an opportunity for youth to 
present their work back to the community from which the story came. The community heard the voice of the 
youth asking for change. For La’Ketta, this was a central aspect of the work:

receive and hear it, it changes.

Week 31–32: Debrief and Celebration. Amidst the heavy weight of the topics that CYHUN addresses, they 

celebrations:

They need moments where it’s just about having fun and being together with our family because looking at 
trauma and sharing their stories can spark triggers. We want to make sure that they have support and know 

Beginning of the session: 
teamwork as well as act as a stress release for the participants. The Brotherhood/SisterSol Curriculum 
brotherhood-sistersol.org

Session activity: 
on particular topics. Because the topics are sometimes emotional, a follow-up conversation follows the activity 
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Closing: 
establish their sense of community.

Agape Love
forgiving love for all people. Agape love is almost unconditional, and allows room for people to be human, make 

So, no matter what happens the session before, no matter what happens the day before, every day is an 
opportunity for you to begin again and to start fresh. If you’re having a bad day and you’re messing up our 
group dynamic, it’s cool, we’re going to let you have this moment, but we’re going to come back and we’re 

Abiding by this philosophy demonstrates to youth that learning emotion management strategies is an ongoing 

relationships look like. La’Ketta said:

A lot of these young kids, they’ve never been told that somebody loves them. From the beginning, we say 

Natalie Cooper shared a time when it was discovered that a young man who had emerged as a leader in the 
program had been living at home without electricity for several months:

what’s going on. Because anytime a young black male calls somebody crying he’s at his breaking point. And 
then he broke it down for me that he hadn’t had lights since April, and this was like May or July.

moment he needed it, and helped support him through the situation.

La’Ketta said:

them through it all. Natalie said:

dealing with. That connection is a motivating factor for the kids to stay in it through the end. They know that 
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QUIARA’S STORY

breakthrough while participating in a session. At the beginning, Quiara seldom smiled and often spoke in a tone 

to participate and read her story to the group. After sharing, Quiara broke down crying and left the room. The 
adult facilitating the session went after Quiara and brought her back into the group. While Quiara sat in front of 
her peers, each person shared how much she impacted his or her life and how much she meant to them. The 

strength and willingness to share every week.

I think they saved me

Teachers used to didn’t pay me no mind 

Used to didn’t go to school used to didn’t know my worth

Life was crazy

I realize I had my own future

Would never stop
Can You Hear me now
Can You Hear me?

Quiara’s Video:
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3.3 Philadelphia Wooden  
Boat Factory 

Philadelphia, PA

BOAT BUILD AND SAIL CLUB
“Our role and challenge is to provide space, materials, expertise, and 

How better to foster initiative and teamwork 
than by building a sea-faring vessel with 
your hands? The mission of the Philadelphia 

programming inspired by the heritage of the sea. 

to provide underperforming and economically 
disadvantaged youth with meaningful activities to 
promote academic achievement and well-being.

for students to develop motivation, coping skills, 

hours, three days per week after school. Teams of youth build boats in 
the shop during colder months and sail the completed projects during 
the summer. The second, the Community Row Riverguides, focuses on 
the importance of community action. Youth in this program learn about 
the Schuylkill River and provide on-water environmental education for 

programmatic data, including early warning indicators, such as truancy, 
delinquency, and youth participant GPAs, as well as program attendance, 
biometric surveys, skill rubrics, and the number of counseling sessions 

Human Services to provide SAT and ACT tutoring and parent/student 
postsecondary education workshops.
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 
Participants are drawn largely from the three surrounding neighborhoods of Frankford, Kensington, and Port 

from low-income, single-parent households, and many show a lack of academic preparedness, and may have 

director at PWBF, pointed out:

Youth employ methods for coping with stress that are often misunderstood and manifest as behavioral problems.

programs to classes, provide information, and give interested students an application. In some cases, students 

alumni who return to the program as employees after high school graduation.

The kids were running through the shop, digging 

piece of plywood that is going to become a canoe 

all of the kids were picking up, putting down the 
chisels, and starting on their boats. It was magic. 

a powerful idea, an idea that as an outsider I 
couldn’t have previously appreciated. In that 
long and awkward yet pivotal moment where 

agency belonged to the student. He trusted that 
the student would respond, and he did. This is 
fundamental to strength-based work.
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Victoria Guidi, program director, Boat Build and Sail, got involved with 
PWBF when she moved to Philadelphia to take care of her mother. She 

grant writing and administrative duties to stepping up to help design the 

Continued professional development plays an important role in 

content comes from the work of Dr. Ken Ginsburg, a pediatrician and 
PWBF advisor who has developed a strength-based curriculum in 
resiliency building. Dr. Ginsburg’s work focuses on the seven Cs of 

OFFERING CURRICULUM

Boat Build and Sail Club engages youth to build their own racing sailboats. In this apprenticeship model, youth 
work in teams of four and learn how to use shop machinery and hand tools to build the boats. The project consists 

. The Boat Build 
and Sail Club is designed so that youth are empowered, motivated, and learn through failure. There is continual 
iteration and evolution, and the process of boat building provides a natural feedback loop for the youth.

development. Brett elaborated:

to iterate and evolve were central. The materials we use in this traditional wooden boatbuilding process 

for youth teams to complete the project within a program year. Victoria Guidi said:

boat builders out of our kids. The process becomes more about building their individual selves through the 
demands that boat building requires, like attention, focus, responsibility, and follow-through plus teamwork 
and communication. It helps build all of that.

GROWING  
ROOTS

EXPERIMENTATION 
AND PLAY

LEARNING  
TO SWIM COMMUNITY SAILINGWORKSHOPS AND 

FIELD TRIPS
GETTING  
TO WORK

ABOUT KEN GINSBURG
Reaching Teens: Strength-Based 
Communication Strategies to Build 
Resilience and Support Healthy 
Adolescent Development teaches 
youth-serving professionals 
how to incorporate strengths-
based, trauma-informed 
communication strategies, 
foster resilience-building, and 
support healthy adolescent 
development. Learn more at 
www.fosteringresilience.com
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Growing Roots. At the start of the program in the fall, much time is spent on getting to know one another and 
forming bonds as a team. Youth work primarily in the boat shop developing boat plans with some time spent on the 

was that youth were able to sail in the boats built the previous year. This was a point of pride for the returning youth 
as well as a motivator for those youth new to the program: they were able to see what they were setting out to do.

Experimentation and Play. 
of the hand-held tools like planes, T-squares, and tape measures. Youth get their hands on scraps of wood and 

Learning to Swim. 

shape. At this stage, youth are learning many technical skills, such as measurement, wood selection, and use of 
machinery, as well as learning how to share space and interact cooperatively on the project with their peers.

Community. At this stage, the group selects a team leader for the project. The team leader is someone who 
helps to keep the team on track to meet their goals and is the go-to person for other youth on the team. If the 

that the team can abide by and hold each other accountable to as they set out to work on their boat.

Getting to work. In the winter, work is primarily shop-based, as youth are deep into the building phase of their 
boat. They’re working daily in the shop in pairs or small groups towards established goals. During this time 

where the knotholes are, and make sure the wood’s going to work for the process that I’m going to do. I need 

youth develop.

As the year progresses we elect team leaders and the students start to take ownership. It was really neat 
seeing it come to life this year, where it became a student-owned, student-led project. Me and Andy, who’s 

or just making a compound bevel. It really was a student-led project, and we really developed like a family. 

Workshops and Field Trips. 

of a process, and then youth work through the process on their own to completion. Field trips provide a change of 

Arboretum at the University of Pennsylvania includes a tour with a senior naturalist who showcases the woods used 
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Sailing. 
Recreation, which means they have year-round waterfront access. In the summer, youth spend most of the time 
on the water, sailing in the boats they designed and built in the program. Victoria transitions from master of 
boat-building to sailing coach as she helps the youth to learn to launch, steer, and sail the boats they’ve built.

The Boat Build and Sail club follows a set of daily rituals that provide structure and routines that allow youth to check in, 

Meal. 
ensure that the youth are receiving the nourishment they need and provides an opportunity to check in with 

eat together every night as both a social activity and an introduction for students to whole foods, community 
gardening, and basic nutrition concepts. This aspect of the program occurs in partnerships with Children’s 
Hospital of Philadelphia and the Urban Nutrition Initiative. Victoria said:

Students come into our shop, and they come to the table at the beginning of the night, and we try to create a 
very inviting, loving atmosphere where students understand that we’re genuinely interested in who they are 
and how they’re feeling, what their days have been like and how their weekends have been.

Mindfulness. 
take a moment for collective meditation. They hear the same message 

are about you. Breathe the negative thoughts out. Clear your mind for 

accompanying meditation, are critical for PWBF students, whose normal 

able to focus on the present. This practice of mindfulness allows them to focus on themselves and their work.

Opening up. 
youth to open up with each other. Sometimes these discussions serve as icebreakers, and sometimes they’re 
tied to current events or news stories that might trigger emotional reactions in youth. The discussions might 
continue throughout the night while youth work on their boat-building tasks.

Goals. 

Connecting Cohorts. The closing ritual is designed to help with project planning, articulation, and connection 

• What were my goals for today? 

• What did I accomplish? 

• What tools did I use? 

• What were the challenges we encountered? 

• What is the goal for tomorrow? 

—Mindfulness Meditation
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which serves to connect them to the work of their peers and to facilitate progress in the collective work at hand.

Appreciations. Before closing for the night, the whole group gathers again for questions and student 

help really made it a lot easier for me. Thank you for setting down your work for that time when I was in need 

Counseling. In addition to these daily rituals, PWBF employs two MSW counselors, who are responsible for a 

meetings with three separate students. They implement a motivational interviewing technique where the 

promised two, one-on-one goal-setting sessions per month. The counselors spend the remainder of the evening 

ways they interact throughout the Boat Build and Sail Club’s project year. These practices may also lead to the 

 

Pilot Initiative

program will be empowered to function as academic and craft mentors for a cohort of middle-school youth who 

• 

• 

• Training the high school-aged mentors as coaches for younger youth.

The mentoring component of the program will be implemented in daylong sessions to be held on Saturdays, 

in teaching. Through playful and rigorous activities, these teens will hone their abilities to think sequentially and 
clearly articulate their ideas. They will also master content aligned with grade 7 math and language arts that 
relate to boatbuilding in anticipation of playing a supportive role with the middle-school youth to be enrolled in 
year two.

peers and their mentees, as well as a metacognitive appreciation for their own learning style, they become 
stronger learners, more deeply connected to themselves and their peers in the program.
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KALEEL’S STORY TOLD BY BRETT HART

Kaleel made it clear that education, or at least traditional classroom learning, held little meaning for him. He was 

needed at home. Nonetheless, Kaleel made it clear he wanted more for himself and that he had high, personal 

participant. He even became a quiet leader, inspiring others through his commitment to the work.

Although PWBF  discussed the possibility of Kaleel becoming a program assistant at PWBF following 

about opportunities to further his education as a boat builder. He looked closely at the Landing School, which 

would receive a scholarship to attend.

those dreams.
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JAEDEN’S STORY TOLD BY BRETT HART

home and among his friends. His mother, a single mother, had not completed high school, and his siblings 

and Jaeden were not in touch. Despite evidence of clear innate intelligence, Jaeden had not challenged himself 
academically, struggled with literacy issues, and was not going to be prepared or equipped to go to college or 

craftsmanship through the program. He responded to his newfound autonomy, competence, and positive 

decision-making process, but progressed to a hypothetical outcome. Victoria and part-time Student Advocate, 
Zeelyna, worked with Jaeden to help him become less reactionary and learn to manage his emotions.

and Jaeden was reluctant. He disappeared into the library where he penned an emotional letter. The following is 

The way I feel about this program is that it’s one of the best opportunities I have got in my life so far. This 

still learned other things, like motivation to do good at anything because each day I feel better about myself 
knowing I completed something at the shop. I think that anybody who likes to build and just needs something 

got my back no matter what my decisions are. If I didn’t have the Boat Factory I would probably not have 
been noticed or even have the motivation to do better. Having the chance to be at the Boat Factory has 
helped me with everyday life issues. Sometimes the Boat Factory has helped me with school projects, credits, 
parenting, and giving me a much better chance at getting accepted to this college I want to go to Williamson 
Free School. My mentors, Brett and Victoria, make me feel like there is a chance in life to still be successful 
even though I thought I lost my chance. So, in the end my true thoughts are this: Boat Factory is for kids and 
the mentors let [it] be known by always caring and giving kids a chance to do something positive in their life.
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3.4 The Possibility Project 

New York, NY

AFTERSCHOOL PROGRAM

our young people if they can do for themselves, and they can typically 
do a lot more than most people anticipate or are willing to expect 

increased racial division and violence, earning the 

for the several preceding years. In response, Paul 

wrote, directed, and performed musicals with a message of preventing 
violence, especially among young people, and building cross-cultural 

has changed, and the mission has evolved to encompass the variety of 

of teenagers each year who meet weekly for ten months. Through 
a combination of issue-oriented discussions, trainings in diversity, 

performing arts and writing, TPP youth participants develop the skills 
necessary to write, produce, and perform an original musical based on 
their lives and their ideas for change. In addition, they design and lead 
community action projects on issues of concern to them in order to take 
their creative vision for change into the world. Using the performing 
arts and community action as vehicles, TPP’s teenagers learn to build 

on their responsibility to others, and lead.

guidance of three artistic directors, TPP operates four programs for 
diverse groups of at-risk youth living in the dense urban areas of New 

and meet either on Saturdays or two days a week after school. The third 
program is only open to youth formerly or currently in foster care between 

youth opportunities to overcome adversity by developing skills such as 

and cross-cultural understanding. In TPP’s general programs, more than 

increased their GPA and attended college. TPP participants also reported 
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 
Hundreds of youth audition each year for a spot in The 
Possibility Project, however, TPP only has the capacity 

participants. In addition to a non-competitive audition, 
there is a written application required. Artistic 
directors do not choose participants for the program 

objective criteria. Rather, the directors look for youth 

It is a primary goal to select youth who represent a 

More than half of youth report or appear to have past 

low-income households. Founder and President Paul 

One hundred percent of our young people want 
a better life than they have. For the young people 
here in New York, I would say they are typically 
a little more mature than young people in other 
places. They interact with people of so many 

bustle of the city that they tend to be a little more 
socially savvy. They are a pretty lively bunch. 
They’re a vital group of kids. I think that’s true on 
day one, and it’s hyper true by the end of the year.

Program at TPP, provided more detail on the 
recruitment process. She visits high schools all 
over the city to present the program and hold on-
site auditions. TPP holds open auditions at several 
locations, too, so that youth can audition even if TPP 
didn’t make it to their high school. This is what the 
auditions are like:

Our auditions are not performance-based. I’m 
really just trying to get to know the young people 
who come in. We do some dancing, some acting, 
and then I ask them questions. I ask them if there 
was one thing they could change in their lives and 
the world, what would it be and why. I’m really 
listening for their perspective on the world and 
what they’re willing to say. What I’m looking for in 

an audition I’ll take, and the person who’s really 
talented but has a lot of opportunities I won’t, 
because they have opportunities elsewhere. I’m 
looking for their ability and willingness to commit. I 
want them to commit and stick with something.

158 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



they have found that they need to spend much more time getting to know someone, and them getting to know 

We no longer hire from résumé and interview. We get to know people, so we tend to hire from our network 

programs, you have to spend at least a year as an assistant director on the program so that when you’re in 

way of doing things.

during the program. And, while some of the skills for understanding and working with youth can be taught 

demonstrate empathy:

You have to hire people or have leaders who are empathic and who not only talk teamwork, but actually 
practice it. Then you have to have individuals who are not only capable of that, but are trained in it and 
believe in it and adhere to it. It would be kind of ironic to have people trying to develop empathy, but then 

will become theirs rather than just a job? That’s not just because the job is so demanding, but also because if 
you’re after creating personal and social change with young people, you will never be successful if they sense 
from you that you’re just working a job.

me if I would be willing to let him come live at my home because they were concerned that the folks who 

murdered by folks from the same area. You know, it was one of those unfortunately typical stories. And I 

asking them to commit to, I said yes because I felt like I couldn’t ask them to commit to change if I wasn’t 
willing to do the same.

Paul hasn’t wavered on this commitment since the program began.

I went and saw The Possibility Project in college, and what I saw on stage was something I’d never seen 

and really using their voices to try and change things. I was blown away by it, both as a person and as an 

The authenticity in the work is most important to her:

What is so special about it is really this youth voice. It’s really led by the young people in the program, and 

really, truly their program to make what they want of it. I’ve never seen that done in a real way before.
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OFFERING CURRICULUM

The art training is done so that when we build the show they have a sense of what to do, but also [learn] 

work as an actor, and then our musical director is teaching them vocal work as a singer. It’s not just so that 
they learn how to sing and can be heard on stage, but that they can understand the power of their voice.

Their relationships and that sense of community is critically important to the work that we’re doing. The 
show and the working of the show is a sort of great metaphor for it. Because whereas it might not make 

ideas and concepts early in the program through structured activities and discussions, and these themes 

youth commented on this phenomenon:

Another thing is everything’s inclusive. In school, you may learn something one time and then the teacher will 
never connect it back, but when you go through workshops and rehearsals, it all leads up to something. So 

in the beginning versus facilitating the performance at the end:

At the beginning of the year, the Artistic Director’s role is to direct the process. Over time, as they’re working 
on the performance and moving towards the show, The Artistic Director needs to facilitate the creation of the 
performance.

PRODUCTION  
TEAM

ACT OF  
SERVICE

RECRUITMENT  
AND AUDITIONS

FIRST AND SECOND 
REHEARSALS

STEREOTYPES, 
POWER, ISMS

CONFLICT 
RESOLUTION

LIFE  
STORIES

TECHNICAL  
TRAINING
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Production Team. 

own the vision for the production. This team represents an intensive leadership training component of the 

communicate regularly with cast members and the Artistic Director.

Recruitment and Auditions. 

backgrounds, and stories. They listen and observe, aiming to understand the youth they are meeting and 
envisioning each youth as a powerful and productive young adult in the future. No one is chosen on the basis of 
talent alone.

First and second rehearsals. 
rehearsals. Members of the production team each take personal responsibility for getting to know a small group 

week’s rehearsal, youth are introduced to the program and are asked to understand the gravity and challenge of 

something. I say that very clearly. I say that if they have never been a part of something before, they are now. 
I set out what we’re going to do, the challenges ahead for them, as a big challenge. From the very beginning, I 

also say that we are going to get to know each other very well in here, and their responsibility in this room is 

principles that are the building blocks for developing 
positive relationships developed by TPP casts over 
the years. They include components like listening, 
amnesty, and taking care/enjoy yourself. During 

community is essential in setting the stage for the rest 

performing arts for building important ties early on: 

We do a lot of performing arts work upfront, 
especially a lot of team building. Our acting and 
singing and dance serve as team building, as a 

has two or three meanings. It’s not just to learn a 
dance, but it’s to learn how to move in your body. 
It’s learning how to collaborate with other people 
as you’re acting, learning how to understand 

teaching them all the time about being a part of 
something bigger than themselves.

SHOW OUTLINE AND 
SHOW DEVELOPMENT PREMIERE COMMUNITY ACTION 

PROJECTS
LEADERSHIP 

TRAINING
LAST REHEARSAL  

AND AFFIRMATION
FUTURE  
STORIES

ADVANCED ARTS 
TRAINING

TPP’S FIRST AGREEMENTS

Amnesty

I-statements

4. Respect

Listen

Put-ups, not put-downs

7. No cross-talk, no piggy-backing

Try it on

You can pass

Be as honest as you can be

No drugs or alcohol, by law

Accountability
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everything they’ve got to this. It’s a very loving environment, but it’s also an environment where I’m 
challenging them to be great. I want them to be great, and so I ask them to do that in everything that we’re 

space by using anonymity:

where we wrote about the things that teenagers go through and which ones you can connect with. You get 

but at the same time being anonymous. You’re baring your soul on a notecard but no one knows it’s you. 

people. I wish they hadn’t gone through that. You’re hearing it and no one has ever told you that before. 

of the cast, who are asked to listen to the scene and then respond with energy and enthusiasm, no matter how 
good or bad the performance was.
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The act of performing is reciprocal to the act of listening, and this theme is reinforced throughout the program. 

lives, what they’ve gone through are valid and important, and also what’s valid is everyone listening to them. 

they’re feeling listened to. When they feel listened to, they want to listen to somebody else. They want to give 
that same respect to somebody else. And so that’s why we set that up very early on.

get hugs from at least three other cast members before they go.

Stereotypes, Power, Isms. 
diversity and violence prevention workshops using Paul Kivel and Alan Creighton’s curriculum, Helping Teens Stop 

described the process of understanding the societal structures that impact a person:

shaping our young people’s lives. At the center of it is their personal narrative, around that are the things 
they belong to, and around that are macro forces of race and class that shape who they are. What we’re doing 
is working our way down to the center, building an understanding of those forces so they have a sense of all 
the things shaping their lives. So that when they begin to understand themselves they’re somewhat liberated 

especially true for our youth of color who are low-income, which is the vast majority of our participants.

causes, and the challenges the issues present, and then ask youth to make connections to their lives using what 

We learned about the power struggle. So there’s A and there’s B. A is always on top of B, no matter what. It’s 

bully each other? Why do people really concern themselves with their weight? Where did that come from, and 

We’re trying to get our young people to stop focusing on issues of self so much and on to focusing on 
relationships. They’re growing up more alienated and alone than ever before because they’re not being 
raised in communities and they’re constantly engaging with 
technology and not other people. So their ability to build and maintain 

on them as individuals that relationships get lost. We try to make a 
shift so that their relationships with one another in the community 
become as important as themselves.

year was really the most empowering 

the scene I had, and it was very in touch 
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Technical Training. 
be building across the project year. They participate in acting, improvisation, dance, movement, voice, singing, 
and playwriting workshops at each rehearsal.

Life Stories. 

something that I won’t do myself, and the idea is just to be as honest as you can be and tell the story of your 

As we get into the middle of the year, as far as show building goes, that’s when all of the lessons we set up 

Over the coming months, youth are asked to call on the skills they learned in the trainings from earlier in the 
program.

Act of Service. Before getting deep into the show development, youth participate in an act of service. They 

community and serves others. They might cleanup a park, serve food at a homeless shelter, or assist senior 

service and creating social change.

Show Outline and Show Development. The Production Team holds a retreat during which they create an 

participant is then assigned a role. Then, together with the production team, the cast writes their scenes, 

show will work to change. This process allows youth a way to further understand their personal stories and to 

We’re creating change for the things that have hurt them and things that have hurt their friends and things 
they feel confused about. Suddenly we’re giving voice to it and we’re saying it’s important and we can change 

not happening, it’s about creating solutions.

Show development has several iterations, and the Production Team guides the development of the scenes, 

depicts his or her life. He or she will take on the responsibility of portraying someone else’s life story instead. 

their performances.
 
Premiere. 
The feelings of accomplishment that youth have after the show are the result of witnessing themselves do 
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Sometimes I sit in the audience and our young people go on stage and have lines and they say them loud and 
they’re great and they’re doing a wonderful job. I’m thinking the audience has no idea how big this is, that 

something bigger and having strength and courage is huge for them.

It felt great. I felt empowered. My last year was really the most empowering because I really felt connected 
with the scene I had, and it was very in touch with me and overwhelming as well. Like one night, I just didn’t 
know how the audience took my scene, and for me, it was surreal. It was, like, if I felt it, I would make sure at 
least one person or two felt it or that everybody felt it. That, for me, was really intense.

Community Action Projects. During the last two months, participants work in small groups to design and 
lead a community action project on a topic that interests them. The projects provide students with a sense of 
responsibility toward changing their communities and applying the skills they learned from the program to real-

the cast, to thinking outside of themselves across the span of the project year: 

I think that’s the progression. The beginning is very much about them and each other and building this cohesion 
between them so that they can then have the courage to put that in front of an audience and work. They develop 
the courage to build something and think about things in ways they hadn’t thought of before. And then to take 
that as a team, that accomplishment, and understand that they can do something big and then trying something 
else that is not just about themselves or their cast members but about the community at large.
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to remember and tell the stories of their peers who died from gun violence. The group used many of the skills 

described the project:

presented performance art pieces where they stood up and read a monologue about those kids’ lives. They came 

each other so everything got done, they were really working as a team. They demonstrated empathy by feeling 
these other stories and thinking about other people and what they’d been through. They created a project that 

Leadership Training. This training takes place throughout the entire program year beginning with the 

After the premiere of the cast’s show, attention turns to leadership training with the Community Action Project 
used as a means for applying lessons learned. A portion of these trainings can be found in Stephen R. Covey’s 
The  Youth are asked to set goals beginning with the end in mind. They are 
asked to critically look at establishing priorities. They hold discussions of proactivity and reactivity to the 

opportunity to focus on the things they feel are most important.

their own funeral. They imagine that a close family member, a close friend, a TPP colleague, and someone whom 
they worked closely with are speakers at their funeral. They are asked to think about what those individuals 
would say about them. At the end of the activity, youth are asked to write down or share what they imagine 
people would have said. The activity concludes by having youth write down some short and long-terms goals for 
themselves that are in line with what they want within their life.

Advanced Arts Training. TPP hires professional actors, singers, and dancers to work with the youth throughout 

individual basis.

After the premiere, and without the pressure of an imminent performance, these artists conduct dance, voice, 

Future Stories. 
the cast to leave the program looking forward at what lies ahead. With the Future Stories activity, each participant 
is given no less than two and no more than four minutes to sit in a chair in front of their peers and share what 
they want for their futures, who they want to be, what relationships they hope to have, what they want to do for a 
living, and anything else that is important to them regarding their vision for their future. The activity’s goals are to 

what their futures look like. Before they are able to enact anything, though, they have to envision what lies ahead.

goals. In order to keep participants thinking about their future and their agency in creating that future, they are 
asked to write a letter to themselves that will be mailed to them a year from the last rehearsal. This letter should 

TPP, and what they want their future selves to know.

166 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



positive remarks about the person whose name is on that paper. At the end of the allotted time, each 

end up as bedroom or dorm room artwork for alumni.

and emotional skills, in particular, empathy, teamwork, and responsibility.

TABITHA SHARES A MEMORY 
Youth at TPP develop deep and personal relationships with each other. The Production Team, in particular, 
works to make sure that the cast members feel supported and connected. The following story about a particular 

for each other and how they demonstrate it:

scene groups and each of us shares if we feel the need. Usually we all share, but sometimes people sit back 
because it’s too hard or painful to share, or maybe the issue just doesn’t resonate with them. There was always 
one cast member who would not share, but every now and then she would talk to me because she had a lot 
going on. I always knew she had something to say, but it was just too hard. One day, we’re all sharing and she 
decided to speak. She started telling her story and halfway through, she got quiet and just started bawling. She 

and I just tried to remind her why she was here, why we’re all here: we’re all here for the same reason. We all 
go through things. It hurts and it’s hard, but if we push through it, we can help someone who doesn’t have this 
program. She came back in and told her story. It meant a lot.
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3.5 Voyageur Outward  
Bound School 

St. Paul, MN

STRIVE FORWARD

Kurt Hahn founded Outward Bound 

to build tenacity and camaraderie 
in young British sailors. The British shipping magnate Sir Lawrence Holt 
observed that his young sailors succumbed to hardships in the wartime 
North Sea at a much higher rate than his older sailors did. Together, Hahn 
and Holt designed a program of increasing challenge and skill mastery to 

they were resilient in the face of danger, and that they could survive even the 

the cold North Sea in a tiny lifeboat, many teens who participate in Outward 
Bound are in dire need of the same perseverance and stamina that Hahn’s 

through challenge and discovery. VOBS programs engage teens and 

the other in the Twin Cities. The Twin Cities program serves students 
who would not typically access Outward Bounds’ programs. This includes 
low-income, racially diverse young 
people, many of whom have poor 
school attendance and grades, 
behavioral problems, and some 
of whom are homeless. There are 
several programs available to a 
wide range of participants, from 
teens and adults to families and 
school groups. Teen programs 

that use canoeing, sea kayaking 
and backpacking, dog sledding, 
skiing, and rock climbing to teach 
social and emotional learning 

students discover and build 
their strength of character, an 
aptitude for leadership, and a 
determination to serve.

released the results of a one-
year longitudinal research study. 
Students who completed an 
Outward Bound course said they 
were more likely to accomplish 

same students reported they 
were more successful at school 
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth

socioeconomic status. The overall student body at Open World Learning Community is a racially diverse group: 

percent of students are receiving free and reduced lunch.

I think these guys are very resilient. I think they have gone through a lot in their lifetimes and struggled with 
many things. Because of this, I don’t believe I need to focus on what it means to persevere. I think it’s more 

them. Our programs help the students process the lessons that they’ve learned from those things. For 

was not because he wasn’t successful and not because he didn’t want to do the work, but because he was 

because he has more on his plate than he already needs. I need to give him an opportunity to be a kid who 

skills to meet goals that will help him be more successful at school and build a positive future for himself.

educators, the youth development skills they possess, and the technical competencies needed to facilitate 

course structure, management issues and tactics, and how to build a group culture that supports desired objectives. 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
positive group culture on course.
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Outward Bound is where the world makes the most sense to me. I personally thrive in this environment. 

OFFERING CURRICULUM

There are three program components that comprise Strive Forward that occur in conjunction with one another: 

programs are daylong outdoor, wilderness, or urban adventure programs such as the high ropes course, 

communication, compassion, collaboration or goal setting.

skills they are learning during programs to their schoolwork and life.

The third component is the VOBS Peer Leadership course. Students embark on two intensive Peer Leadership 

and require determination, perseverance, and communication to reinforce the group’s collaboration and 

break. It was important at the start of the program for Laura to build a rapport with the students. She said:

They needed to be engaged and have fun. This helps them learn that they can trust me and that I will show 
up when I say I am going to show up. Once that rapport and trust is established, I will push them to think 

elaborated:

Once they understood who I was and what I was doing there, then I could start stringing together a bigger 

we play a game, and then we play basketball, and then we have a conversation about our how we are doing, 

INTRODUCTION TRAINING PHASE 
(LEARNING)

MAIN PHASE 
(LEADERSHIP)

FINAL PHASE 
(RESPONSIBILITY) GRADUATION
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We build a progression. We start with our rock climbing Insight program, which may seem like a strange place 
to start. In reality it was a great place to start the school year because rock climbing focuses on taking risks, 
knowing your support system, and setting personal goals. And those three things tie in very well to the start 
of an academic year.
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certain challenges along the way the students have to solve, requiring 
them to work together to be successful. So again, this reinforces the 
support system that they need to accomplish their goals.

information that is presented to the students as well as their intuition. 
The map is saying go this way, but your gut tells you to go that way. 
What do you pay attention to and why? We can process this by asking 
the student why they chose to go the direction they did, how they 
made that decision, and if they got the results they wanted.

Throughout this progression we are building skills that move them 
through a process that aligns with where they will be throughout their 
academic year.

stretched out over the year, with youth spending roughly three months 
in each phase, but progressing through them at their own pace. Laura 

In the Training Phase, it’s like you’re an infant. Your parents do everything 
for you. They teach you how to use all these skills. They keep you safe. 
They’re making sure that you do everything that you need to do and they 
are very hands-on. The Main Phase is like middle school and high school 
where you gain independence and you feel like you can take on tasks, 
but your parents or your guardians want to make sure that you are still 
safe. They take a step back, but they are still watching everything that is 
happening. And the Final Phase is similar to being a young adult where 
you have full independence, but you also carry all the responsibility.

In Training Phase, we structure everything. We are hands-on for everything and teaching all the skills they 
need, from technical to interpersonal. We are involved in everything the students are doing. In the Main 

engaged, participating and helping support the structure students have come to know and trust. It’s like we 

both physically and emotionally and that we give them the space to accomplish their goals as a group.

The young men advance through the phases by meeting certain criteria in group journals and checklists 

rite of passage for the students to gain more independence and responsibility. This creates growth.

2014-2015 LAUNCH 
PROGRAMS AND  
PEER LEADERSHIP 
EXPEDITIONS
September 5:  
Rock Climbing
September 22–26:  
Peer Leadership Backpacking 

October 3:  
Urban Adventure
November 7:  
Orienteering/Navigation
December 5:  
Collaborative Meal and 
Celebration Dinner
January 9:  
Nordic Skiing
February 13:  
High Ropes Course
March 13:  
Service Adventure
April 10:  
High Ropes Course
May 8:  
Canoe
June 6–19:  
Peer Leadership Canoe 
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While the transition from Training to Final is designed to take most of the program year, the Peer Leadership 

goals for themselves and the team through group decision making. Instructors are available to support the 

At the end of the program year, a formal graduation ceremony commemorates the transitions youth have made. 
Laura Greenlee Karp described the event:

also giving the students a chance to appreciate each other and who they have become as individuals and as 
a group. This ceremony acknowledges the new responsibilities and freedom they have gained by working 
hard at achieving the goals they set throughout the program. As they take their Outward Bound pin, students 
acknowledge how they persevered through the challenges in the program and in their life, and what they 
learned about themselves to help them be successful in school and life. With this rite of passage we celebrate 
the young men and mentors that they have become and send them into the world to continue their work.

principles in mind:

• 

• Incorporating challenge and adventure

• Creating a supportive environment, physically and emotionally

to be successful in the day. At this point we are doing direct instruction. Now they are ready and practice the 
skills they learned to help them step up to the challenges that we present to them during the activity. Last, we 

of energy out. That moves into framing what the day is going to be, what they hope to get out of it, and 

is an orienteering day, we walk them through how to use a compass and teach them the parts and what 

talking about transferring something they learned from the day and moving that learning forward.
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TESTIMONIAL CONTRIBUTED BY: DAVID GUNDALE, OWL PRINCIPAL

was selected by using discipline and attendance records, academic data, and teacher referrals. The group of 

were intentionally processed while at the same time creating challenging outdoor activities such as skiing, 
snowshoeing, and rock climbing, that stretched each student individually through challenges they had not 

comments made to each other that made each student mad. In their anger, they lost control of their emotions 
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3.6 Wyman

St. Louis, MO

TEEN OUTREACH PROGRAM

By blending innovative curricula, positive adult 
supports, and community service learning, 
Wyman provides teens with opportunities for 

in the city’s core, Wyman initially started as a youth camp, providing 
children with nutritional food and healthy outdoor activities. Today, 
Wyman’s mission is to enable teens from economically disadvantaged 
circumstances to lead successful lives and build strong communities. 

development programming in its hometown of St. Louis, Missouri, as well 

®

Wyman operates three mission-focused programs in St. Louis. Beginning 

duration, the Teen Leadership Program employs a progressive, year-
round approach that supports healthy teen development, leadership 

core content and relationship support over the course of the school year. 
Wyman also operates inspire STL, which provides high potential middle 
school scholars from underserved communities with rigorous academic 
preparation, support, placement into the region’s best high schools, 
coaching throughout high school, postsecondary access and success 
supports, and leadership development activities. Finally, Wyman’s TOP is 
an evidence-based prevention program that builds social and emotional 
skills and decreases risk behaviors, such as teen pregnancy, suspensions, 
and school failure. TOP uses a combination of curriculum-guided group 
discussion and volunteer service learning to promote the positive 
development of adolescents. In addition to the programs in St. Louis, 

the country that implement TOP in their own communities. TOP is the 

prevention programs in the St. Louis Public School District, TOP was 

Consulting. Wyman used the curriculum for several years in the late 
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for which TOP has shown demonstrated impact, helped to grow the network of partners implementing TOP 

on reduction in teen pregnancy, suspensions, and academic failure. Nationally, the program is replicated in 

suburban, and rural settings across the country. In the St. Louis area, Wyman delivers TOP as an in-school 
model in three school districts and has a community-based club in the Near South Side, a downtown public 

particular case study.

YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth 

Based on need, TOP partners decide which grade level or levels are most appropriate to serve within their 
community. TOP can be provided for just one year, or multiple years. Most national partners implementing TOP 
focus on services to teens from backgrounds of risk or disadvantage.

The TOP program in the Near South Side neighborhood is located in a community center within a public housing 

For a long time we were faced with a high crime area. We’ve lost quite a few teens to gun violence who were 
maybe not in the program at the time but who had been in the program at one point. Other people who were 
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Given the community-based focus of this particular club, the Near South Side program is structured so that 

youth in a family will go through the program. TOP has become a rite of passage for many families in the 
neighborhood and a trusted community resource.

students or volunteers. Additional competencies required of facilitators include a passion for working with youth, 
a heightened self-awareness, and an authentic and genuine attitude toward developing relationships with youth.

At the Near South Side implementation, Wyman provides four levels of training: 

Facilitator Institutes provide a deeper understanding of adolescent brain development in relation to teen 

4. Facilitators are trained in Weikart Center’s Youth Work Methods, interactive and hands-on courses that 
provide participants with practical skills that are geared to improve the quality of interactions with youth.

179
CASE NARRATIVES

WYMAN



work clicked for her when they ventured out into the community and heard the parents from the Near South 
Side talking about the needs of their teenagers. It was encouraging hearing the support of the parents of the 

We even had families who had lived in that public housing community for a while, who were able to move 
out, who were able to buy a home or move elsewhere, but continued to bring their kids back to the program. 

As she continues to watch the program grow through replication, Allison strongly believes that:

It’s about doing what’s best for young people, and aligns developmentally, but we’ve got it packaged and 
brought together in a way that’s really accessible for people.

ROMI’S STORY

over the years. She demonstrated persistence through regular attendance, modeling the importance of this 
and a commitment to school for other teens. Romi found her voice on topics, and would share even if she was 

learning projects within TOP, demonstrating the ability to plan a project, trouble shoot around challenges, and 
engage other teens. Today, Romi stays in touch with her TOP facilitators, letting them know what is happening in 
school. While she is now in college three hours from St. Louis, Romi continues to tap into the social, emotional, 
and leadership skills she gained in TOP, as well as the positive and supportive relationships with her TOP 
facilitators.
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OFFERING CURRICULUM

Wyman’s TOP program design was developed to build 
social and emotional skills through a service learning 
model. TOP has three main components: 

educational peer group meetings, 

community service learning, and 

positive adult guidance and support. 

each component simultaneously, while each intricate 
piece develops and builds on the others.

Educational Peer Group Meetings. The replication model for TOP requires that educational peer group meetings 

following a regular school year schedule. Partners can structure the meetings in the best way to meet the needs 

communication, goal setting, decision-making, and self-esteem from the TOP curriculum. Weekly meetings also give 

It could be something that they heard on the news and we could talk about that. Or it could be something 
that is currently going on with them personally, something that happened at school.

After checking in, the group works through a piece of their community service projects, such as planning, 

the curriculum that ties to the group needs and might connect to the community service work. After the lesson, 

the end of the night, snacks are served before youth head home. This ritual structure to the club meetings comes 

Community Service Learning. 

impact on the involved teens. Through the community service learning component of TOP, teens develop a sense of 

The Near South Side TOP club has three long-standing community partnerships that provide service learning 

service have been passed down over the years. For instance, the youth regularly prepare and serve meals at the 
American Cancer Society’s Hope Lodge, a place where people from outside of St. Louis can stay while they or 
their family members are receiving treatments. This project began when a TOP participant had a family member 
with cancer. Allison Williams shared:

TOP’S RESEARCH BASE

Program participated in several empirical research 
studies to evaluate both the behavioral outcomes 
and the process mechanisms that lead to positive 
outcomes for TOP participants. Read about the 

TOP at: www.teenoutreachprogram.com/top.

Wyman continues to learn from research studies 
on TOP and to work in partnership with evaluators 
to better understand the impact of TOP in diverse 
settings.
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The young people [volunteer] a few times a year. It’s something that the club has committed to and continues 
to love doing, and they get great feedback. They fully plan the menu and how to keep it within budget. They 
help with the residents and clean up.

nearby elementary school. Again, a former participant had a tie to the school and wanted to provide a service to 

while their parents are in the PTO. They’ve gotten a lot of positive feedback about that so they continue to do 
it and to take a very deep role in planning.

The third ongoing project, annual restoration of a community garden, has a story behind it. Allison said:

Long, long ago we had a member who was part of the Near South Side TOP club. Her name was Precious, and 
one afternoon while standing on a street corner, she was struck and killed by a drunk driver. So every year, 
kids go back and do Precious’s Garden. None of the teens currently in the program knew Precious, but they 
know she was a TOP member and they know that’s part of what we do and what our club has committed to.

Youth continue work on these three projects every year, but they also take on new projects based on the ideas 

are responsible for delegating tasks, assigning materials, and carrying out the projects.

Positive Adult Guidance and Support. 
content to meet the needs of the youth, foster a pro-social group environment, demonstrate caring attitudes, 
and deliver program content in a values-neutral fashion. Several times a year, the youth have the opportunity 
to celebrate the work they have accomplished. These celebrations are typically an outing of some kind that 

club, several of the facilitators have been with the program for multiple years, resulting in strong, long-term 
relationships with the teens and their families.
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Over the course of the program year, facilitators weave together the community service learning with the 
curriculum content of the weekly meetings for the particular group of youth with whom they’re working. They 
are free to sequence the activities and events within TOP accordingly and are able to draw on the resources 

When you take community service learning, weekly educational peer group meetings, use of curriculum, and 

and pull all of that together for young people.

our upcoming community service learning trip? What are we trying to accomplish? What do we need to think 

In addition to the program components described above, which are found in all TOP clubs, the Near South Side TOP 

Ground Rules. 

Fall Retreat. A unique program element that helps the teens form bonds with each other is a fall retreat that 
occurs each year at Wyman’s residential youth campus. Youth spend three days at Wyman’s camp facility and a 

Topic Shopping. 
service. Youth take full ownership of the issues that are important to them and often select one that has a 

We make sure that they have a lot of voice in that. Pretty much all of the community service projects are 
something that they have either researched on their own or have come to a group consensus on.

Creating a Budget. When teens pick their issue and begin to plan their service learning activities, the TOP 
facilitators share the budget with the teens so that they can determine how to spend it across the projects. 
DeVonne said:

in what we do, we even talk about budget, share the items with them, so that they can choose how they want 

GROUND RULES FALL RETREAT TOPIC SHOPPING CREATING A BUDGET
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3.7 Youth on Board 

Boston, MA

BOSTON SCHOOL ADVISORY COUNCIL WORKING GROUP

and beyond. YOB was established as a program in 
the education department of YouthBuild USA to 
promote youth voice, train student leaders, and 
create programming that empowers young people 

to develop the knowledge, skills, empathy, and agency to succeed inside 
and outside of school. For many years, YOB trained adults and youth at 

decision making and positive youth development practices. Though they 
still continue this work nationwide, the program evolved after a partnership 

the BSAC. BSAC is a project that brings together high school leaders from 
across the city to make youth-directed change. Their work with BSAC uses 

their potential. The unique social change approach balances young people’s 
civic engagement with their personal development and builds meaningful 
relationships to create cohesive support systems among peers and adults.

The inside-outside partnership they have with Boston Public Schools means 
that BSAC is less impacted by the district’s budgetary decisions, since YOB 

Boston Public Schools. But, since we’re also inside, I have to be careful. But 

get access. We meet with the superintendent twice a year. We meet with 
the city council, the mayor, and the school committee regularly. And we 
meet with them annually just as a group. So when we ask the city council 
for an individual meeting they say yes because they know who we are.

Part of this privilege is because of the credible reputation YOB and BSAC 

building that the teens engage in.
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth
BSAC contains two groups of youth: a Steering Committee that is open to any youth attending a Boston public 

annual application process to select youth who will run campaigns, make decisions, and facilitate meetings of 

There are supposed to be two representatives from every high school in Boston that should come to 
BSAC. We have never had two people from every high school. It’s just sort of impossible logistically and 
relationship-wise.

which they do not have youth representation. During the current program year, the school district agreed to 

So how do youth hear about BSAC and get involved? Rachel said:

Sometimes, a lot of the times, young people bring their friends from their school or from their friend’s school 
and come to a meeting.

She talked about the type of young people who join BSAC:

BSAC members are not the straight-A students or the football players or the track stars or the most popular 
kids. That’s not who is drawn in to BSAC. It’s typically students who see or have had problems or issues, and 
they want to make the change.

There have been several youth who have joined the program as part of a last chance before dropping out or 
failing out of school, or who are struggling to graduate. Rachel commented:

We have never had anyone who has come to BSAC actually drop out that I’m aware of, but we know from 
surveys that many of them thought about it.

Many youth who attend a Steering Committee meeting as a freshman continue coming to BSAC until they 

school and entering the criminal justice system. They are also much less likely to encounter social and emotional 
learning practices in their daily lives.

Youth who are interested in doing deep work can apply to participate on the Working Group, which involves 
a formal application process, an interview, and a commitment to attend a two-hour, bimonthly meeting to 
plan and drive the campaign work. The Working Group members are paid for their time in the meetings. Jenny 
shared:

voice, being a part of that.
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and outside of school, training and facilitation skills, and high levels of energy and empathy. It is important 

You have to understand that your role is to get behind student voice. It’s not for you. You’re in charge of the 
structure that allows youth voice to come out, but it’s not your voice -you’re not the prominent factor in the 
room. The prominent factor in the room has to be the voice of the young people, and it has to be listening to 
them formulate their opinions. Your job is to be able to be skillful enough to keep the conversation going and 
point things out without inhibiting youth voice.

In order to keep an active community of young people engaged in the work, YOB also hires recent alumni of the 

They understand the youth voice. They understand what we’re trying to do, and they can move in.
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One YOB success story is Teena-Marie Johnson, who started with BSAC when she was a sophomore in high school 
at a time when she was skipping classes, running from school police, receiving regular school suspensions, and on 

be able to communicate her own feelings improved her relationships with teachers, peers, and her mother, and she 

became a leader within BSAC and beyond, and is now employed full-time as the project coordinator for the program. 

OFFERING CURRICULUM

Rachel Gunther said:

Then there are the behind-the-scenes pieces that provide them a place to learn and grow and support one 

BSAC with a better understanding of their own emotions and relationships with one another, as well as their 

to one another: both the social/emotional piece as well as feeling that they can be agents of change.

There are three types of meeting opportunities: Steering Committee, Working Group, and Bi-weekly Support Group:

The Steering Committee is the largest group of youth, open to students from all of the district’s high schools. 
Bimonthly meetings are mostly focused on direct campaign work, such as hearing about issues, concerns, possible 
actions, etc. Students use these meetings to brainstorm ideas and sometimes hear talks from guest speakers.

The Working Group 
least three hours per week. During these meetings, members learn about citywide policies under consideration, 

should focus on. The Working Group engages in ongoing leadership development trainings on public speaking, 

• The art of listening, 

• 

• Developing caring relationships, 

• 

• Respecting others while speaking personally.

The Biweekly Support Group is a time for the youth on the Working Group to share and listen to each other’s 
struggles, successes, and personal and YOB-related lives throughout the school year. YOB seeks to develop 

they are, how they feel about the campaign they’re working on, why it’s important to them, and how it connects 

Biweekly Support Group as they discuss issues faced at home, school, or in their personal lives. 

Jenny shared the impact of the groups:

We have found that this peer support group provides an opportunity for students to learn peer counseling 
techniques, work through interpersonal issues, and cope with the institutional barriers they face in and out 
of school.
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Here, one youth shared what it’s like to participate in the support group:

We meet once a month with our junior supervisor Jenny, and it’s literally the safest space ever. We have 

collective solutions through school-based, local, state, and national campaigns. The campaign is focused on change 

constructive feedback from students to teachers, providing adequate transportation, or making more support 

students to evaluate their teachers as part of teachers’ formal evaluation:  

FALL  
RETREAT TRAINING

PUBLIC  
EVENTS

LISTENING  
PROJECTS

NATIONAL PEER 
LEARNING EXCHANGES

PEER SUPPORT 
RETREATS

WINTER  
CELEBRATION
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The sequence of events each year depends on the demands and opportunities associated with each campaign. 
However, each year consists of the following recurring elements:

Fall Retreat:

the Working Group was hired. The Fall Retreat also provides critical time for skills and team building, setting 

Training: Students participate in trainings based on their needs, such as the art of persuasive argument, building 
positive relationships, the art of appreciations, listening skills, public speaking, communicating with politicians 
and the media, and campaign development. All trainings and group activities are structured so that there are 

happen throughout the year as needed. Jenny shared some of the details of what the trainings do:

One of the things we really push is getting youth at the adult tables. We do a lot of work about how to handle 
adults. How do you push for what you want and not hold back? How do you hold your own in a conversation 
and participate in an adult meeting in a way that’s acceptable? How do you decide to move out of that space 

Public Events:

Listening Projects: BSAC also prides itself in ensuring that they ask other young people for information 

events take time and planning, and require youth training on the interview process and data analysis. Often, 

relationships and build youth power throughout the city.

Winter Celebration:

that be an incremental policy victory, a successful 

and successes at every step along the way. 

having fun and laughing. This can be tough work, but 
ensuring there are light moments and celebrations 

Peer Support Retreats: These day-long workshops 
may focus on particular themes related to campaigns 
or encourage youth to consider broader topics, 
such as youth power or climate change. There are a 
variety of opportunities throughout the year in which 
Working Group members can participate.

National Peer Learning Exchanges: Members of the 
BSAC Working Group often travel nationally to learn 
and share about other models of youth engagement 
in urban public school districts. In the last year, they 
have visited cities such as Chicago, Philadelphia, 
Washington, D.C., and New Orleans to learn and share 

and restorative justice practices.
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ONE CAMPAIGN STORY
Several years ago, there was a group of students who started a campaign that would enable students to evaluate 

This moment could have been devastating for the group. But instead, it made the students think about how they 

of how BSAC trains students to adapt to a shifting educational landscape and change course without losing sight of 

support and make the proposal something that would not be a formal part of the teachers’ evaluation but instead 
a mechanism for providing informal constructive feedback. That piece of the project became an important stepping-
stone. By re-routing their original ideas and by being patient and creative, students got teachers, administrators 

adopt their policy on constructive feedback, and led to widespread media coverage. Students then went to the 

importance of perseverance and grit. Students knew that their ideas were valid, and creatively and patiently moved 
forward until they reached their goal. The roles for advisors and adult allies was to support their vision and help them 

TEENA-MARIE’S STORY

and her education. BSAC made her see that school could be better and that she had the power within herself 

with others, a power and energy was unleashed within her. Learning to trust and be able to communicate her 

how to break down communication barriers was key to success in all aspects of her life. In one year, Teena went 

BSAC and beyond. Teena credits the incredible adult and peer support system, the bi-monthly support meetings, 
opportunities to travel and meet new people, and the leadership training as keys to her success. 

and logistical support through this process. Teena attended college and continued to work with BSAC and 

from college felt like a community and family achievement. Through the travel, speaking, and leadership 

cultures, cities, and how to connect with high level policy makers while maintaining positive interpersonal 
relationships. Teena moved from being a BSAC member to a mentoring role as a BSAC alum and now is a full-
time fellow. BSAC hopes Teena continues to work with the program for years to come as her insight and story is 
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3.8 YWCA Boston 

Boston, MA

YOUTH LEADERSHIP INITIATIVE (INIT)

eliminate racism, empower women, and promote 
peace, justice, freedom, and dignity for all. In 
a city with a growing divide among economic 
classes and races, YW Boston chooses to focus 
on the reduction of systemic racial and gender 

disparities and the improvement of social cohesion in neighborhoods 

neighborhoods. Throughout the history of YW Boston, there have been a 
variety of programs to serve youth, including a girls’ health initiative and 

Group, YW Boston sought to apply the national mission in the local 

development programs from the Boston Center for Community and 
Justice. One of these programs, the Youth Leadership Initiative, or InIt, 

young leaders with nascent leadership skills and supports them as 
they implement projects that further race and gender equity and social 

ultimately design, implement, and engage other teens in community 
action projects that address social inequities in their school, community 
group, or neighborhood.

InIt has collected data about its participants that suggests it is achieving 
desired results. InIt has been successful in creating socially responsible 
leaders. Upon graduation:

• 

• 

• 
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YOUTH AND STAFF CHARACTERISTICS
Youth

within a truly diverse environment. 

Students attended a variety of schools, including public, private, and charter 
schools, both within Boston and in surrounding cities and suburbs, and 
came from diverse family situations. Julie Thayer, InIt program manager at YW 
Boston, discussed why this diversity is a big part of the program design:

The students complete an application that includes a demographic form 

to help people understand the importance of diversity, we require a 

will advance a community action project in their school. Often, alumni from 
previous years help conduct outreach to students at their schools after 
they leave the program. Interested students complete an application, and 

from an interview:

We’re not looking for sort of a baseline understanding of anything yet because we really believe that anybody 
can have the capacity to be a leader and to learn new things. We are mostly gauging their commitment. So, 
just the fact that they show up for an interview shows they’re more likely to be engaged for the rest of the 
year. We’re also interested in whether or not they have an interest in talking about subjective issues and if 

volunteers to demonstrate a collaborative, supportive work style as well as the ability to listen, facilitate 

hours of training together before they work with the delegates. Training includes team building activities, an 
overview of program procedures and policies, facilitation training, and an opportunity to engage with the 

The volunteers can get wrapped up in their own process, and so we provide a space for them to process. We 
give them tips to make sure that how they’re facilitating the discussions is keeping in mind the needs of the 

and volunteers participated in a training led by Rape Crisis Center on how to respond to adolescent disclosures 

OF THE 41 STUDENTS THAT PARTICIPATED  
IN THE CLASS OF 2014–2015:

66  PERCENT OF THE  
PARTICIPANTS WERE FEMALE 

34 PERCENT WERE MALE

37 PERCENT IDENTIFIED AS  
BLACK OR AFRICAN AMERICAN, 

17 PERCENT AS WHITE, 

10 PERCENT AS ASIAN, 

24 PERCENT AS HISPANIC, 

2 PERCENT NORTH-AFRICAN /  
MIDDLE EASTERN, AND 

10 PERCENT AS MULTI-RACIAL
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the preparation. The InIt program creates a safe environment where youth may feel comfortable revealing traumatic 

OFFERING CURRICULUM

InIt is designed to develop young leaders by providing them with a strong understanding of social justice and strong 
leadership skills, while supporting them as they implement projects that further race and gender equity and social 

• 

• 

• teaches them to understand and value diverse viewpoints. 

InIt is guided by the following approaches: 

• The Positive Youth Development approach, developed by Professor Richard Lerner at Tufts University. The 

• 
Liberation, developed by Bobbie Harro

• 
reinforced at internal, interpersonal, institutional, and ideological levels.

Immersion Week is a week-long overnight retreat focusing on deepening delegates’ understanding of society 

to introduce themselves to the group. These activities provide an opportunity for the delegates to get to know 

IMMERSION WEEK PROGRAM DAYS COMMUNITY ACTION PROJECTS
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Throughout the week, large group workshops introduce new topics and 

their relative privilege regarding particular identities, and learn about the 

their own. Small group discussion sessions provide space for delegates to 
delve deeper into issues that arise during workshops. The small groups 

shared particularly powerful moments:

their lives from just because someone is walking behind them.

basic things you learn from history, but I didn’t know that not everybody or anyone can be racist. I learned 
that in order to be racist you actually have to have something over someone else, like privilege. And other 
things like, I used to say Hispanic or Spanish when I was talking about Latino people, and I learned that that 

A powerful moment for me was when we wrote down stereotypes that immediately came to our mind about 
a certain group or race of people. We wrote things down about white people, black people, Hispanic people...
we wrote about Asian people, and all of us did it and we put it all on the board and read everything out loud 

although this is something that was almost instinctive in our minds, it’s wrong to say a lot of those things. 
That just goes to show how much society has imprinted and brainwashed everyone who’s in it. That’s not 

brain whether you like it or not.

Immersion Week provides a deep foundation for the work the delegates will do throughout the rest of the year. 
Julie Thayer elaborated:

of their shells more quickly than if we would meet once a week or once a month, and those bonds develop 

reality through the week. I think it would take months and months and months to get to the level where the 

level conversations the rest of the year because of that foundation.

Saturday Program Days
community service projects to enhance delegates’ skills and deepen their understanding of how social 

trips to a community farm to discuss food security, a law school to discuss criminal justice, and to a hospital 

woman and what happens when 

discussion it got very, very, very emotional 

—YW Boston Youth
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PROGRAM DAYS 2014–2015
Saturday, September 6, 2014: Economic Justice 
What InItiatives have organizations taken to address poverty? How can government policies address root causes of poverty? 

access to opportunities? 
Community Partners: St. Ambrose Family Shelter, Greater Boston Food Bank, Chinese Progressive Association,  
Pine Street Inn
Skill-building: Community Asset Mapping 

Saturday, October 18, 2014: Food Justice

Community Partners:
Skill-building: Time Management 

Saturday, November 15, 2014: Education Equity
What is the historical context of desegregation in Boston schools? What impacts do race and class have on educational 

school discipline laws? 
Community Partner:
Skill-building: Understanding Your Communication and Leadership Style

Saturday, December 13, 2014: Health Equity 

Community Partner: Dana-Farber Cancer Institute
Skill-building:

Saturday, January 10, 2015: Healthy Relationships and Social Justice Arts Slam 

welcoming for people of color? The Social Justice Arts Slam is an opportunity for youth participants to use the arts as a 

Community Partners: Boston Ballet 

Saturday, February 7, 2015: Immigration 

prospective immigrants from applying for a visa or seeking asylum or refugee status? What privileges does immigration 
status confer, especially in regarding to education and healthcare?
Community Partners:
Massachusetts Immigrant and Refugee Advocacy Coalition
Skill-building: Public Speaking 

Saturday, March 7, 2015: Criminal (in)Justice 
What is the School to Prison Pipeline? What is the Prison Industrial Complex? How do The War on Drugs and mass 

Community Partners: Boston Student Advisory Committee, Black and Pink
Skill-building: Creating and Giving PowerPoint Presentations

Skill-building: Self-Care for Sustainable Social Justice Work 
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Community Action Projects (CAPs)
their school cohorts to develop and implement a community action project to address a school or community 
issue. This activity is designed to support the youth as they become socially responsible leaders. Youth take 

accomplish for the year. As the year progresses, the meetings serve more as a time to check in on the plan.

The skills and knowledge students develop through program workshops feature heavily in their CAPs. Youth 
work with their school administrators and peers to implement their CAPs, and in doing so, learn to work around 

administration.

restroom in the school. Beth described one project:
 

One group wanted to do a day of silence at their school, and the school had never done anything like that 
before. They kept having to go back to the administration to talk about what it was that they wanted to do 
and then they kept getting delayed, and so every time they’d set a date, there was another delay. But they 

would continue to meet with the youth to help them think about what concerns had been raised, and how 

across the school and brought a real sense of school unity.

The May graduation ceremony is an opportunity for delegates to showcase what they accomplished through 

Committees. Youth have the opportunity to serve on one or more youth advisory committees to help plan 

feedback on and input into the InIt curriculum. Serving on these committees provides leadership skill building 
opportunities and incorporates youth voice into the day-to-day work of the program.
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The structure of Program Days varies based on whether or not there are guest speakers or presenters or 

participate to their full potential.

project, and the personalities of the students. Some of the students are highly motivated and given a lot 

delegation requires. All meetings tend to include a progress update, brainstorming session, and action steps  

CADEN’S STORY AS TOLD BY JULIE THAYER
Caden participated as an InIt delegate his senior year of high school, at the urging of a friend who had 
participated the year before. He came to the program with little knowledge of social justice issues and no 

to the program and a desire to learn. It was clear Caden wanted to learn, but he was so reserved that it was 

conversations required to become a young social justice leader. Throughout immersion week, it became clear 

and losing his train of thought. It was also clear that this is something he had been bullied about, making him 

much as the person is comfortable sharing. During these activities, Caden’s contributions were usually brief. 

settings, he began coming out of his shell, willing to take risks and show more of his personality. The other 

always created space for Caden and gave him as much time as he needed to convey his ideas. Whereas most 
students participate as a delegation from their school, Caden was the only student representing his school. For 
his Community Action Project, he took the lead on creating a workshop on school dropout after hearing that his 

the workshop. In the end, he facilitated an activity and discussion at his school that educated his classmates on 
factors such as poverty and race that often fuel the high dropout rates, challenging the idea that it stems from 
students’ unwillingness to learn. 

The InIt graduation requires every student to create a PowerPoint presentation on their project and share it 

with public speaking. He was open to feedback and practiced over and over again, despite his discomfort. On 
graduation night, I could sense that his fellow delegates were nervous for him as he walked to the front of the 
room to present. They knew he struggled with public speaking and didn’t want to see their friend fail. Because 

prepared and polished than any other delegate in the class. His fellow delegates cheered loudly when he was 
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Appendix A: Performance Study Findings
PERFORMANCE STUDIES

unusually high quality and where there is evidence of youth skill growth. 

broadly representative sample of OST programs.

PART FOUR. 

APPENDICES

1.00

2.00

3.00

4.00

5.00

EMOTION MANAGEMENT

AVERAGE QUALITY RATINGS FOR SEL CHALLENGE OFFERINGS AVERAGE QUALITY RATINGS FOR YPQI WAVE 1 SAMPLE OF MS & HS

EMPATHY TEAMWORK INITIATIVE RESPONSIBILITY PROBLEM SOLVING
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3.38
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4.42
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4.31
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SEL skill growth
We also assessed youth skills at three time points using youth survey items focused on youth beliefs about 

Challenge project period. Also of interest, youth who started out lower on these measures increased more over 

 

Time 1 (N = 149) Time 2 (N = 132) Time 3 (N = 129)

EMOTIONAL MANAGEMENT

SUPPRESSION AND IDENTIFICATION

EMPATHY

TEAMWORK

RESPONSIBILITY

INITIATIVE

PROBLEM SOLVING

2.75

3.25

3.75

4.25

4.75

2.30 

2.80 

3.30 

3.80 

4.30 

EMPATHY

EMOTIONAL MANAGEMENT

TEAMWORK

RESPONSIBILITY
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PROBLEM SOLVING

Time 1 (N = 151) Time 2 (N = 146) Time 3 (N = 140)
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Appendix B: Domains Crosswalked  
with Prominent Frameworks

initiative, responsibility, and problem solving. Our goal in the selection of these domains was based on the Larson 

CASEL
Self-awareness: 
The ability to 

one’s emotions 
and thoughts and 

on behavior. This 
includes accurately 
assessing one’s 
strengths and 
limitations and 
possessing a well-
grounded sense 

optimism.

Self-management: 
The ability to 
regulate one’s 
emotions, thoughts, 
and behaviors 

This includes 
managing stress, 
controlling impulses, 
motivating oneself, 
and setting and 
working toward 
achieving personal 
and academic goals.

Relationship Skills: 
The ability to 
establish and 
maintain healthy 
and rewarding 
relationships with 
diverse individuals 
and groups. 
This includes 
communicating 
clearly, listening 
actively, 
cooperating, 
resisting 
inappropriate 
social pressure, 

constructively, and 

help when needed.

Social Awareness: 
The ability to take 
the perspective of 

others from diverse 
backgrounds 
and cultures, to 
understand social 
and ethical norms 
for behavior, 

family, school, 
and community 
resources and 
supports.

Responsible 
Decision Making: 
The ability to make 
constructive and 
respectful choices 
about personal 
behavior and social 
interactions based 
on consideration of 
ethical standards, 
safety concerns, 
social norms, the 
realistic evaluation 
of consequences of 
various actions, and 
the well-being of self 
and others.

Social Skills: 
Socially acceptable 
learned behaviors 
that enable a 
person to interact 

others and to 
avoid socially 
unacceptable 

cooperation, 
assertion, 
responsibil ity, 
empathy, and self-

Academic 
Perseverance: 
Stay focused on 
a goal despite 

forego distractions 
or tempta tions to 

pursuits over lower 

self-discipline, self-

Academic 
Mindsets: 
Psycho-social 
attitudes or beliefs 
one has about 
oneself in relation 
to academic work 
that motivate 
students to persist 

sense of belonging, 
incremental ability 

beliefs, values 

Learning 
Strategies: 
Processes and 
tactics one 
employs to aid 
in the cognitive 
work of thinking, 
remembering, 

metacognition, self-
regulated learning, 
time management, 

Academic 
Behaviors:
 Behaviors 
commonly 
associated with 

regularly attending 
class, arriving 

necessary supplies 

paying attention, 
participating 
in instructional 
activities and 
class dis cussions, 
and devoting 
out-of-school 
time to studying 
and completing 
homework.

CCSR
Noncognitive Factors in Shaping School Performance. 

Emotion 
Management: 
Abilities to be aware 
of and constructively 
handle both positive 
and challenging 
emotions.

Teamwork: 
Abilities to collaborate 
and coordinate action 
with others.

Empathy:  
Relating to others 
with acceptance, 
understanding and 
sensitivity to their 
diverse perspectives 

Responsibility:  
Dispositions and 
abilities to reliably 
meet commitments 

of challenging roles.

Initiative:  
Capacities to take 
action, sustain 
motivation, and 
persevere through 
challenge towards an 

Problem Solving:
Abilities to plan, 

tasks.
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Appendix C: Larson et al., Evidence Base
See http://hdfs.illinois.edu/directory/larsonr for full and up to date list of publications. 

ROLE OF PROGRAM STAFF

Applied Developmental Science,

Empowerment settings and voices for social change

Advisors of youth programs navigate the paradox of trying to provide direction while allowing youth to make decisions 

Youth & society, 

To create and sustain high quality youth development programs, it is important to understand the challenging 

New Directions for 
Youth Development,

New Directions for Youth Development

The Prevention Researcher, 

Contrasts the unfolding of events and experiences in two youth-led and two adult-led programs: What types of 

Evaluation Exchange,
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DEVELOPMENTAL PROCESSES, GENERAL
Journal of Research on 

Adolescence,

American Psychologist, 

and adolescence: The role of self regulation processes: New Directions for Child and Adolescent Development. 

 
Journal of community 

psychology,

DEVELOPMENT OF INITIATIVE, STRATEGIC THINKING, AND RESPONSIBILITY

Empowerment settings and voices for social change

Advisors of youth programs navigate the paradox of trying to provide direction while allowing youth to make decisions 

Child Development, 

Child Development,
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EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT

New York: Springer Dordrecht Heidelberg.

Progress in understanding adolescent emotional development requires close examination of emotional experience 
in context, and to do this the authors drew on qualitative data collected over the course of a high school theater 

TEAMWORK DEVELOPMENT

in Adolescent Development. New York: Cambridge University Press.

SOCIAL CAPITAL DEVELOPMENT

How three youth programs overcame the generational divide and facilitated youth’s formation of connections with 
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BRIDGING DIFFERENCE

MOTIVATION

 New York: 
Wiley.

Cultural Perspective: Contributions from Positive Psychology. New York: Springer.

Advances in Child Development and Behavior: Positive Youth Development
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Appendix D: Learning Theory for  
Social and Emotional Skills and  

To make this information useful, we needed to describe these elements at a level of concreteness that names 

important concepts were learning cycles and responsive practices.

LEARNING CYCLES

adaptation, or redirection  in relation to the original challenge. As the approach to a novel challenge becomes 
routine through repetitive practice, mastery occurs and the skill becomes integrated as one part of a response 

cycle: Where and how do challenges occur and get thought through? Where and how are plans made, tested, 

emotional skills look like when youth are demonstrating them?
 

RESPONSIVE PRACTICE

kinds of responsive practices do you use in the moment when challenges emerge? How do you get to know the 

CHALLENGE
SITUATION

DEVELOP CONCEPT 
OF CHALLENGE 

SITUATION
CREATE ACTION 

THEORY
TEST ACTION 

THEORY REFLECT

HIGHER LEVEL SKILL INTEGRATION LOOP

SAME LEVEL SKILL PRACTICE LOOP

RESOLVE 
CHALLENGE, 

SUCCEED, ADAPT

DEVELOP BELIEFS 
ABOUT SELF/SKILL
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TIMEFRAMES

moments
sessions or sequences of sessions

YOUTH EXPERIENCE 
CHALLENGE & SUPPORT

LEARNING 
CYCLES

OFFERING 
SEQUENCE

STAFF
RESPOND
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Appendix E: Crosswalk of Youth Program  
Quality Assessment with SEL domains

SEL DOMAIN YOUTH PQA ITEM

Emotional Management 

Empathy 

Responsibility 

Teamwork 

Initiative 

Problem Solving
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Appendix F: Domain Aliases

Emotion Management – Abilities to be aware of and constructively handle both positive and challenging emotions.

emotional intelligence – a component or precursor of Social Awareness and Collaboration and includes the 
 

impulse control –  

self-control –  

self-discipline –
 

self-regulation –  

Empathy – Relating to others with acceptance, understanding, and sensitivity to their diverse perspectives and 

culture –

empathy – emotional simulation
perspective-taking process emotion-regulation process used to soothe personal distress at the 

 

global awareness – learning from and working collaboratively with individuals representing diverse cultures, religions 
 

morality – moral systems are interlocking sets of values, practices, institutions, and evolved psychological 
 

Teamwork – Abilities to collaborate and coordinate action with others.

communications –
listening

cooperative learning –  
own and each others’ learning  

listen actively –

integrate information from listening with prior knowledge to address listening purpose  

negotiation – assessing the potential outcomes of the process and aiming to obtain the best value for self or 
 

oral expression; oral comprehension – the ability to communicate information and ideas in speaking so others 

sentences  

pro-social behavior –  

necessary  

social competence –

social problem solving – the ability to handle situations in such a way that youth can get along with others and be 
 

social skills –
avoid socially unacceptable responses
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Initiative –

academic tenacity – mindsets and skills that allow students to look beyond short-term concerns to longer-term or 
higher-order goals, and to withstand challenges and setbacks to persevere toward those goals  

 the ability to resist the temptation for an immediate reward and wait for a later reward  

goal-setting – is the process of establishing clear and usable targets, or objectives, for learning  

grit – the degree to which students stay focused on a long-term goal despite obstacles  

mastery-focused goals – a task-focused orientation towards goals with an intrinsic focus on learning and 
improving  

motivation –

rewards or avoiding punishments  

perseverance –

persistence –
spite of fatigue or frustration

resiliency –
 

work ethic – the beliefs, values, and principles that guide the way individuals interpret and act upon their rights and 
 

Responsibility –

conscientiousness –
and systematic  

self-reliance – the degree to which the child displays autonomy, responsibility, and personal initiative in the 

 

Problem Solving –

cognitive process – ‘cold’ cognition refers to thinking processes under conditions of low emotion and/or arousal 
whereas ‘hot’ cognition refers to thinking under conditions of strong feelings or high arousal and which therefore may 
be much more important to understanding risky choices in real-life situations  

cognitive strategies – behaviors employed to achieve goals  

competent decision making –
key components involved in the decision-making process  

critical thinking –
and self-regulation

metacognitive strategies – planning how to approach a given learning task and evaluating and monitoring 
progress  

plan –

goal

problem solving –
 

problem solving – the process of discovering the sequence of alternatives leading to a good or ideal solution for a 

solve problems and make decisions –
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PART FIVE. 

GLOSSARY OF  
KEY TERMS

212 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



Agency – 

Curriculum – 

Out-of-school time (OST) – The term out-of-school time is used to refer to settings variously labeled 

some alternative schools.

Performance study – Use of selected performance measures at an individual OST site to describe the quality 
of management and instructional practices as well as change in youth skills to produce a performance report 
used during a continuous improvement cycle. The performance report includes comparisons to normative 
performance benchmarks.

Practice indicator – 

Quality improvement system (QIS) – 
good performance, performance measures and reports, an annual continuous improvement cycle, supports 
and incentives necessary to implement the prior elements.

SEL practice – 

Social and emotional learning (SEL) – 

the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive 
goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible 
decisions.

Standard – 

were supported in the evidence base. In this guide, each standard consists of a sentence describing the practice 
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End Notes

dysregulation of emotion, motivation, attention, and behavior, and ultimately limit developmental potential. 

enhancing students’ social and emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. 
Child Development,
Programs That Seek to Promote Personal and Social Skills in Children and Adolescents. American Journal of 
Community Psychology,

Applicants interpreted vulnerability to mean several things: Youth were selected because they presented 

4 

domain.

Performance measures for quality of management practices and quality of instructional practices are 
Continuous 

 

 Ypsilanti, MI: David P. Weikart Center for Youth 

7 

with a Focus on Performance Levels for the Quality of Instructional Services. Ypsilanti, MI: David P. Weikart 
Center for Youth Program Quality, a division of the Forum for Youth Investment.
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This dual language of practice is used in both the Larson et al evidence base for adolescents as well as in 

We were struck by how much this list looks like the features of positive youth development settings 
described in the National Research Council’s earlier work on community based settings for youth. See 

 Washington, DC: 
National Academy Press. 

 Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press..

Teaching and measuring cognitive readiness: 

Arrested adulthood: The changing nature of maturity and identity: NYU Press.

 Washington, 
DC: National Academy Press.

Ibid.

York, NY: Guilford Press.

practice, and public policy. 

states. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

Behavioral Science. Current Directions in Psychological Science,

Research, Applications, and Interventions for Children and Adolescents: A Positive 
Psychology Perspective

Research, Applications, and Interventions for Children and Adolescents: A Positive Psychology 
Perspective

Applied Developmental Science,

school theater program? Child Development,

Research, Applications, and 
Interventions for Children and Adolescents: A Positive Psychology Perspective
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 Journal of Research on Adolescence,

Ibid.

sustainable emotional and behavioural well-being. Educational & Child Psychology,

Applications, and Interventions for Children and Adolescents: A Positive Psychology 
Perspective

Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development,
Applied and Preventive Psychology,

New 
Directions for Child and Adolescent Development,

development. Positive youth development and spirituality: From theory to research,

Nominations. 
Monographs of the Society for 

Research in Child Development,

training, and measurement implications in psychology. American Psychologist,

 New York: Norton.

for practice and policy for America’s youth New York, N.Y.: Routledge.

Journal of Adolescent Health,

Journal of Research on Adolescence,

 Health risks and developmental transitions during adolescence 

Applied psychology, 46
Revista Interuniversitaria de 
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value development in a global world. Values, religion, and culture in adolescent development,

 Washington, DC: 
National Academy Press.

44 

interventions. Annual Review of Psychology,

 Russell 
Sage Foundation.

interventions. Annual Review of Psychology,
47 

Psychology of classroom learning: An encyclopedia: Macmillan 
Reference USA/Gale Cengage Learning.

Ibid.

Review of educational research,
Review of educational research,

Psychological Bulletin,
motivcation and performance. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

Psychiatry,
Ethos,

development among inner-city African-American teens. Ethnography and human development: Context and 
meaning in social inquiry,

developmental opportunities. Psychological Bulletin,

longevity. Journal of Personality,
model of personality and job satisfaction: a meta-analysis. Journal of Applied Psychology,

scores. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,
factor model and personality disorder empirical literature: A meta-analytic review. Clinical Psychology Review, 

analysis of the leading behavioral contributors to mortality. Psychological Bulletin,

Perspectives on Psychological Science,

New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc, Mahwah, 

knowledge. 

Information from the Challenge programs make major new contributions to understanding the many ways 

217



Develop Responsibility: What Can Be Learned From Youth Programs. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 

Positive 
Psychology in Practice

Positive Psychology in Practice

Journal of 
Research on Adolescence,

Positive Psychology in Practice

Journal of 
Research on Adolescence,

Develop Responsibility: What Can Be Learned From Youth Programs. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 

developmental opportunities. Psychological Bulletin,

Develop Responsibility: What Can Be Learned From Youth Programs. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 

responsible through participation in youth programs. Child Development,

 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

American Psychologist,

Advances in Child 
Development and Behavior,

development and well-being. American Psychologist,

Ibid.

Developmental Psychology,
74 Ibid.

Long-Term Goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

of optimal human functioning. Educational Psychologist,
77 

Achievement across an Adolescent Transition: A Longitudinal Study and an Intervention. Child Development, 

Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology,

218 Preparing Youth to Thrive: Promising Practices for Social & Emotional Learning



Understanding youth development from the 

consciousness: Community programs to 
 Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Psychological Review,

Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development and well-being. 
American Psychologist,

American Psychologist,

Positive Psychology in Practice

for agency in youth programs: Learning to think strategically. Child Development,

American Psychologist,

personality development

New 
York: Russell Sage Foundation.

Department, Reserve Bank of Australia.

Reinventing Apprenticeship as a Developmental Support in 
Adolescence   

Department, Reserve Bank of Australia.

to think strategically. Child Development,

Department, Reserve Bank of Australia.

Positive organizational scholarship: Foundations of a 
new discipline,

to think strategically. Child Development,

Teaching for diversity and social 
 Routledge.
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Applied and Preventive Psychology,

Journal 
of Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment,

Long-Term Goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

grades and achievement test scores. Journal of Educational Psychology,

O*NET

The social neuroscience of empathy

Perspectives on Psychological Science,

Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills.

Cooperative learning: Increasing college faculty instructional 

Development

Cooperative learning: Kagan San Clemente.

 New 
York, NY: Free Press.

O*NET

John 

Scandinavian Journal of Educational 

Allied Health Source database. 
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 Circle Pines: American Guidance Service.

Academic tenacity: Mindsets and skills that promote long-term 
 Seattle, WA: White paper prepared for the Gates Foundation

The 

Long-Term Goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology,

American Psychologist,

 New York: 
Plenum.

personality to understand impulsivity. 

Psychological Reports,

character. Archives of General Psychiatry,

Journal of Clinical Psychology,

Virginia.

American Psychologist, 34

Are college students disposed to think? Millbree, CA: The 
California Academic Press.

 London, NY: 
Routledge.

Issues 
in Mental Health Nursing,

Allied Health Source database. 
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was designed to identify promising practices for 
building skills in six areas: emotion management, 
empathy, teamwork, initiative, responsibility, 

partnership between expert practitioners 
delivering exemplary programs in eight unique 
communities, a team of researchers, and a 

collective expertise for equipping the rising 
generation with the social and emotional skills 
they need to thrive.
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