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This article examines the unfolding of experiences in youth programs
that differed in the degree of youth and adult influence over program
activities. In-depth qualitative data were obtained over a three- to
four-month cycle of activities in two “youth-driven” and two
“adult-driven” programs for high-school–aged youth. All had been
identified as high quality, and in all of the programs, the adults were
sensitive and respectful to the youth. Rather than finding that one
approach was categorically better than the other, our analyses suggested
that each provided distinct developmental experiences, and that each
presented somewhat different day-to-day challenges to the adults. In the
youth-driven programs, the youth experienced a high degree of ownership
and empowerment, and they reported development of leadership and
planning skills. In the adult-driven programs, the adults crafted
student-centered learning experiences that facilitated youth’s development
of specific talents. Across both approaches, youth also gained
self-confidence and benefited from the adults’ experience in other ways.
The article highlights balancing techniques that adults in both programs
used for keeping youth’s work in the program on track while keeping youth
invested. © 2005 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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Youth development programs differ along a continuum in how much input, daily
decision-making, and authority is vested in the adult advisors versus the youth.1 At one
extreme are programs in which adults set the direction and run daily program activ-
ities, with little input from youth. At the other extreme are programs where adults play
little role in structuring youth’s activities, as happens in some teen drop-in centers.
Research has suggested that neither of these extremes provides an effective model for
the objective of facilitating youth development ~Murray & Murphy, 2001; Stattin, Kerr,
Mahoney, Persson, & Magnusson, in press!.

Toward the middle region of this continuum, however, are approaches where, to
the one side, adults exercise greater control over daily activities but obtain youth
input, and to the other side, where youth exercise greater control but adults play
supportive roles as mentors and facilitators. For lack of better terms, we will call these
two “adult-driven” and “youth-driven” approaches, but readers are urged to remember
that we are not referring to the extremes of this continuum ~also that these labels are
not precise; a program may vary in the balance of youth and adult input over different
aspects of program activities, from setting directions to creating rules to running
program sessions!. Both of these middle approaches involve “youth participation”
~Lansdown, 2001!; both can have high-quality youth–adult relationships ~Lewis-Charp,
Yu, Sengouvanh, & Lacoe, 2003!, and both can be youth sensitive and “youth cen-
tered” on most of the criteria laid out by McLaughlin ~2000!. However, they represent
different frames for youth–adult interactions. We can expect these approaches to
involve different day-to-day dynamics and to foster different developmental experi-
ences for young people.

Whereas strong ideological arguments often are made for one model to the exclu-
sion of the other, comparative research on what actually transpires in programs using
these two approaches has been missing. This article aims to get beyond abstract
postulates and ask how each model plays out in the daily life of youth programs. We
examine the unfolding of youth–adult interactions and youth experiences over a
three- to four-month period in four highly regarded programs, two representing the
youth-driven approach and two the adult-driven approach. We ask, “What develop-
mental experiences do youth have? What limits or risks are associated with each
model? What strategies do the adults in the two approaches use to bring out the
developmental potentials of that approach?” This is an exploratory study that is aimed
not at providing final answers, but at generating hypotheses for more rigorous research,
as well as raising issues and providing examples for practitioners to consider.

STRENGTHS AND POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
OF THE TWO APPROACHES

The rationale for the adult-driven approach is that adults “know best,” that adults’
greater knowledge and experience position them to guide program activities. A pri-
mary objective of programs using this approach is often to teach specialized skills, and
thus, it is particularly common in sports and performance arts, where there are spe-
cific technical skills that youth desire to learn. The foundation and guidelines for
adults’ exercise of authority in this approach have deep roots, not only in Western
culture, but also in other worldwide educational traditions ~Serpell & Hatano, 1997!.

1Others have described a similar continuum or spectrum in youth–adult relationships in the context of
youth civic engagement ~Hart, 1997; Lansdown, 2001!.
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Current literature advocating the adult-driven approach describes it in similar terms
to authoritative parenting ~Baumrind, 1978! and student-centered teaching ~Chall,
2000!, emphasizing the importance of adult leadership that is sensitive and responsive
to youth. Adults are encouraged to create a framework of rules, structures, and roles
that gives youth latitude for exercising initiative within this framework ~Opelt, 1991;
Roberts & Treasure, 1992!. Sports research documents that when coaches are trained
to use youth-sensitive leadership techniques, young people’s development of athletic
skills improves ~Theeboom, De Knop, & Weiss, 1995! and they show decreased per-
formance anxiety, increased motivation, and more positive feelings toward peers, rel-
ative to non-treatment controls ~Smith & Smoll, 1990, 1997!.

Authors from diverse points of view have suggested possible limits and liabilities to
the adult-driven approach. From an educational perspective, Freire ~1970! warned
that when teachers are positioned as authorities, students’ ownership, creativity, and
authentic learning is undermined. Developmental psychologists have theorized that
the asymmetry in knowledge and power between children and adults inhibits youth’s
development within youth–adult interactions because they defer to adults’ authority
~Piaget, 1965; Youniss, 1980!. Transposed to youth programs, these arguments suggest
that young people experiencing an adult-driven approach may be more likely to
become disengaged.

The developmental rationale for the youth-driven model is that young people
become active participants and learners when they hold the reins. The goal of this
approach—more common in community-based youth programs—is often empower-
ment and promoting youth development of leadership. In youth-driven programs,
youth have more experiences with decision-making ~Lewis-Charp et al., 2003!, which
can be expected to facilitate development of leadership skills. This approach often is
used in programs where a primary goal is not just youth development, but community
change ~Ginwright & James, 2002; Sullivan, 2000!. The theories of some developmen-
tal psychologists have suggested that young people might be most likely to learn with
no adults present ~e.g., Piaget, 1965!. In organizational settings, however, adults need
to retain bottom-line responsibility over safety and legal liability. Theories of empow-
erment also recognize a role that professionals can play as partners in facilitating
growth and change ~Freire, 1970; Rappaport, 1981!. Thus, within youth programs, the
youth-driven approach often takes the form of a partnership in which youth and
adults may be contributing somewhat different things to the collaboration ~Camino,
2000; O’Donoghue, Kirshner, & McLaughlin, 2002!. In the metaphor of Heath and
Smyth ~1999!, “Adults might feed the horse and provide the stall, saddle, and other
gear, but young people make decisions as to course, pace, riding companions, and
manner of motivating the animal.”

The youth-driven model also has potential limits and liabilities to consider. A
frequent concern of adults is that youth do not have sufficient leadership and orga-
nizational experience to keep program activities on track and functioning effectively
~Zeldin, 2004!. Camino and Zeldin’s research on youth–adult partnerships on com-
munity boards found that misunderstanding and conflict between youth and adults
occurred readily, for example, when adults had hidden assumptions or exerted covert
control and when youth strayed from agreements and responsibilities ~Camino, 2000;
Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes, & Lorens, 2001!. As with the adult-driven model, however,
we should not judge this approach based on average or inept implementations of it.
Camino ~2000! found that youth–adult partnerships were successful only after both
youth and adults developed skills to work with each other.
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A basic point for us is that both approaches for youth–adult relationships are
likely to involve real-life challenges. It is easy to espouse a given philosophy, but it is
quite another thing to make it work within the complex realities of daily life. How do
high-quality programs negotiate these realities? Can the liabilities associated with each
model be avoided? Under what conditions might one approach or the other be
preferable?

AN IN-DEPTH LOOK AT FOUR
YOUTH PROGRAMS

This research employs a case study method to explore these questions with four
programs for high-school–aged youth. These programs were selected through a pro-
cess similar to that used by McLaughlin, Irby, and Langman ~1994! for selecting
high-quality programs. We first asked local youth-development professionals about
programs they felt to be of high quality. We then visited those programs that had been
named by at least two people to observe and talk with staff and participants. We
selected those programs in which these visits confirmed that youth were enthusiastic
and the program was youth-centered on most of McLaughlin’s ~2000! dimensions. In
all cases, we focused on a single activity or cycle of activities within the program that
extended over a three- to four-month period, and we focused on youth–adult inter-
actions within daily program activities ~not at the higher level of organizational gov-
ernance!. Of course, four programs is a very limited sample size, and we emphasize
that these four cannot begin to represent the wide variations occurring among pro-
grams employing the two approaches. ~In fact, the activities we studied within each
program were not always representative of how other activities were run within the
larger program or organization.! Our strategy here trades breadth for depth: We use
in-depth investigation of what happened in these few programs to begin to examine
the real-life dynamics of the two approaches and raise issues for further inquiry.

To get this in-depth picture, we obtained data at repeated points in time from
multiple perspectives. In each program, we conducted biweekly qualitative interviews
with a sample of 10 to 13 youth and one to two adult advisors, and we carried out
participant observations on a similar schedule ~see Jarrett, Sullivan, & Watkins, 2005;
Larson, Jarrett et al., 2004!. Across the four programs, we conducted a total of 279
youth interviews, 50 adult interviews, and 38 program observations. All interviews and
observer notes were transcribed. These data were coded and analyzed using grounded
theory procedures ~Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Taylor & Bogdan, 1998!. Separate coding
teams examined material related to different domains of development and to the
actions of the adults in order to understand the processes occurring in each program.
Our designation of the programs as youth-driven and adult-driven emerged from the
data, and the contrasts can be seen in the following descriptions.

Youth-Driven Programs

Planning a Day Camp for 4th Graders. “A big part to the success is that it’s theirs, they
feel the ownership,” explained Mr. Baker,2 one of the two agriculture education teach-
ers who advise the Clarkston FFA, a chapter of the National FFA Organization, located

2 All names of people and local programs have been changed to maintain anonymity.

60 • Journal of Community Psychology, January 2005



in a nearly all-white rural high school. The mission of the national FFA is to develop
young people’s potential “for premier leadership, personal growth, and career success
through agricultural education,” and the advisors supported this priority on leader-
ship development by encouraging a youth-driven approach. The 77 FFA members
engaged in a variety of contests, service projects, and other activities over the year, in
which the youth became accustomed to taking leadership. Our study focused on the
small group of youth who planned a 21

2
_-day summer day camp for 4th-grade children.

The youth’s goal for this day camp was to teach the children about agriculture and to
interest them in joining FFA when they reached high school.

The decision to create the day camp was made by the youth and they took respon-
sibility for developing it. For the first part of this work, the adult advisors stepped back
as the youth enthusiastically generated ideas and made plans for the camp. The youth
came up with ideas for games, meals, field trips, and learning activities built around
a separate theme for each day ~chickens, plants, dogs!. As one youth put it, “Rarely,
rarely, rarely do the advisors just say, ‘Here’s how it’s gonna go.’ ” Yet, as the weeks
progressed, the youth’s work stalled because they lacked the experience and planning
skills for organizing a large event like this, and because youth’s differing visions for
the day camp came into conflict ~Larson, Hansen, & Walker, in press!. Attendance at
meetings became inconsistent, responsibilities were neglected, and frustration ensued.

The group spun its wheels for about a month, then the adult advisors stepped up
their level of input. A teen explained, “We kind of ran around like chickens with our
heads cut off for a while, but they got us back in line.” However, the advisors stepped
in without taking over. The process remained youth-driven. The advisors offered
constructive structures and strategies that allowed the youth to get themselves back on
track. For example, they provided advice on constructing lesson plans and suggested
deadlines for completing them. At a meeting with only three youth in attendance, Mr.
Baker suggested that each take leadership for one of the committees organizing each
day of the camp, and that they be responsible for contacting their other committee
members.

The youth appreciated this adult input because it helped them resolve internal
group tensions, regain control, and maintain their sense of ownership. As one reported,
“The nice thing about Mr. Baker and Mr. Jensen is they don’t do everything for us.
They’re willing to help us out, but they’re not taking over every single task.” In the
end, partly because of the adults’ judicious intervention to get them back on track,
the youth ran a day camp that they ~and we! felt was very successful. Furthermore, in
the interviews we carried out over this sequence, we observed a process in which the
youth’s week-to-week experiences in planning the camp facilitated their development
of leadership and strategic skills for working toward long-term goals. Because the
camp was youth-driven—because they had responsibility for struggling with the chal-
lenges of the planning process—the youth gained fundamental insights on how to
successfully organize their work, both individually and as a team ~see Larson, Hansen,
& Walker, in press!.

Working for Social Justice. “You hear people say youth are our future, and I’m like, no,
they are leaders today.” This statement by Jason Massad, the adult organizer for Youth
Action, expressed his commitment to helping urban young people fight injustices.
Like many youth-activism programs, Youth Action’s mission includes both youth devel-
opment and achieving social change ~Lahoud, 2003; Sullivan, 2000!. The program is
located in a diverse working-class immigrant neighborhood, and its participants are
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Latino, African American, and biracial teens. Most join the program because it fulfills
their 40-hour high-school service requirement, but many stay on well beyond the 40
hours because they become invested in fighting injustices that they have experienced
in their lives ~Pearce, 2004!. Youth identify and research problems that directly impact
their lives—most often in the city schools. Then they organize action campaigns to
address them. The youth’s prior success in getting their voices heard helps sustains
their motivation. During the four months of our study, a core group of 20 to 25 youth
organized several events, including rallies, meetings with city school-board members,
and a Youth Summit where 300 youth from across the city took part in all-day, youth-
led workshops.

Youth set the direction for activities at Youth Action, and then worked in partner-
ship with Jason and other young adults to carry them out. The youth told us repeat-
edly that, “We decide what we’re going to work on”—and in the words of one youth—
because “these issues are affecting us; it’s not affecting them @the adults# directly.” For
example, the youth came up with the idea of having the Youth Summit, identified the
issues they wanted to address, and designed and executed the workshops. Yet the
youth recognized that they benefited from adult support. As one said, “I probably
wouldn’t apply myself or been as dedicated unless I had someone with me, you know,
helping me along the way.” Jason provided training workshops for the youth during
the summer and guided the youth’s learning during the school year. He worked
alongside them on their campaigns in ways that allowed the youth to experience
ownership and inject their own style and creativity into the work ~Larson & Hansen,
in press!.

As the youth’s preparations for the Youth Summit progressed, Jason was involved
in the work, and he never let it go to the stage of deadlock and declining morale that
occurred for the FFA youth. He called members on the phone to get them to the
meetings, provided rides, did computer analyses of survey data the youth had col-
lected, and kept a calendar for the group’s work. When a student drafted a letter
inviting the city’s superintendent of schools to the Summit, Jason provided advice on
rewording the letter to maximize its effectiveness. As the date of the Summit approached,
Jason was involved in all aspects of the preparation process and helped keep the youth
on task. In his words,

It’s my job as the responsible adult to step back and say, “Okay, maybe we
need to get serious. Three weeks before the Summit it was okay to goof
around and blow off meetings, but now it’s the night before, so we need to
spend a solid hour being focused.”

With this preparation, the Youth Summit itself was run almost entirely by the
youth. Jason and other adults provided behind-the-scenes support. For example, when
a group of college students entered the campus cafeteria where the Summit was being
held, the adult hastily arranged to keep it from being disrupted. However, the youth
ran all the sessions at the Summit, including a workshop on school funding and a
panel with a state senator and a representative from the superintendent’s office.

What impressed us was that, in interviews conducted the next week, the students
were very articulate about what they felt had gone right and wrong, and what they
would do differently the next time ~e.g., shorten sessions, include certain people on a
panel!. It was apparent that they had internalized an advanced level of strategic critical
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thinking about how to plan and carry out a successful event like this. In their work in
planning the Youth Summit and other events, we observed their development of a
sophisticated set of strategic skills, including skills for using information strategically
and developing complex plans that took contingencies into account ~Larson & Hansen,
in press!.

In sum, the youth’s central role in taking responsibility for and running the Youth
Summit—with support from Jason and other adults—allowed the youth to develop
their leadership and strategic skills. A key for us was that this adult support was
provided in a way that helped the youth’s work stay on track, but did not threaten
youth ownership of the process. As one youth put it, “He’s just there to like supply us
with whatever we need. He’ll be like a reference and we’ll go to him for that, or like
for rides. So like, he’s just there to back us up.” This statement, on the one hand,
seems almost to dismiss Jason to the status of “support staff,” and belies what we ~and
many youth! recognized to be his critical role in the youth’s success. On the other
hand, the fact that youth saw themselves rather than Jason as responsible for the
Summit appeared to be a key in why they learned so much from the process. They
were deeply invested.

Adult-Driven Programs

A High School Theater Production. “I can see things in people they can’t see in them-
selves,” said Ann, the Director of Les Miserables at Sycamore Valley High School. She
believes that all youth have gifts, often unrecognized, that she can help them discover
and bring to life. Ann is a piano teacher in town, and every spring she is hired to
direct the school’s locally renowned musical production. This year it enlisted 110
enthusiastic students as actors and crew—about one seventh of the students in this
middle-class, white, small city high school. Half a dozen experienced adults worked
with her, some in paid roles, assisting with set construction, costumes, choreography,
and music. The head of the school’s theater program served as Producer, handling
the business end of the production, managing the crew, and taking on numerous
other tasks.

It was understood by all youth and adults that Ann, as Director, was in charge.
Although the school’s theater program included several student-directed plays each
year, the musical was adult-driven because of the large number of students involved,
the short three-month production schedule, and the adults’ goal of teaching youth
theater skills. The key adults chose the musical and held several planning meetings
weeks before any student was involved. At the first meeting with students, before
auditions, Ann presented her vision for their production and passed out a contract
with rules that students and parents had to sign for a student to participate. After the
adults selected the cast, they set up a rehearsal schedule and Ann ran the rehearsals
from the piano just below center stage. The language she used on set was often a
language of authority: “You’re going to . . .” and “Where is my Javert?” In the middle
of a scene, she would sometimes shout “freeze,” which stopped the action and allowed
her to instruct actors on something she wanted them to do differently. The Director
and Producer also controlled the thespian points students received, which determined
students’ admission into the school’s honorary thespian society; they enforced rules,
including dropping one member from the cast whose grades fell below the state high
school scholastic requirements.
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However, although the adults held control, they most often used it in ways that
were responsive and supported students’ active learning. The pre-audition meeting
included a practice session in which Ann did everything possible to prepare students
and ease fears, including telling a self-deprecating story about her own girlish anxiety
at her first high school audition. Once the play had been cast, she provided positive
encouragement for students to develop their individual roles. In early rehearsals, for
example, she often had students improvise a scene, then let the scene’s shape develop
from the actors’ and her critiques of what worked well. The observers also were struck
by Ann’s ability to maintain a friendly, respectful, and encouraging attitude at all
times. She clapped enthusiastically when things went well and never lost her smile and
humor, even when she had to repeatedly ask off-stage students to be quiet. The
students praised the adults’ almost infinite patience, and in the words of one youth,
“There are times when I won’t get a dance step and I’ll have to go over it, over and
over again. But they’re understanding.” Another student commented that the rehears-
als were much less stressful and more enjoyable than at her previous high school,
where the director emphasized that “These people are paying for tickets, we have to
make sure to give them the best production they expect.” In contrast, she said that at
Sycamore the adults’ attitude is, “This is a great experience. Let’s give everyone an
opportunity.”

The adults’ control allowed them to use their expertise in ways that created a rich
and intentional learning environment for all students. They implemented the philos-
ophy that every youth mattered; in Ann’s words, “Whether you punch tickets or have
a lead role, I consider what you do just as important.” They included a student with
special needs in the cast and were vigilant that a gay youth was not treated differently
by other students. They tried to see that every youth was learning and being chal-
lenged at her or his level of ability. Ann often stayed late to work with individual
students. To facilitate learning, the adults used good student-centered teaching meth-
ods. Ann employed theater games to help youth work on specific issues, such as
practicing French accents. She used the domestic abuse portrayed in the play as an
opportunity for the cast to discuss the reality of domestic violence in contemporary
families. Given this environment, it is not surprising that the students reported learn-
ing numerous skills of theater and stagecraft, such as “how to yell,” how to ad-lib, and
sewing techniques, as well as fundamental communication skills. They also reported
developing greater confidence in themselves and growth in other domains of social
and emotional development.

The adults’ effectiveness in fostering students’ development was illustrated in the
first rehearsal session for the song “One Day More.” Ann gathered the actors for this
song around the piano and asked them to sing it through. However, the first bars they
sang were off key and the students stopped, groaned, and asked to work on only one
part at a time. Ann, however, just laughed and said, “We’re going to keep plugging
through it.” After a few more bars, a student said, “We can’t plug this.” However,
another countered that they had successfully plugged through a song like this with
Ann before. Once they reached the end, Ann had them work on individual parts. She
also discussed with them the contrasting emotional states of Javert and Valjean, and
the irony in the lyrics: “This is a nuts song. It is so hard. . . Now, Cosette, you have 3
notes up here in the middle of nowhere @plays notes#. It’s a cry of help really.” Ann
provided repeated encouragement as they worked, “Okay, everyone look at me @and
say#, ‘I’ve got hope.’ ” Indeed, they were starting to sound better, and the students and
Ann continued to practice and discuss what they did right and what could be improved.

64 • Journal of Community Psychology, January 2005



After only 15 minutes, the students asked to sing it through one more time, and the
observer reported “an inspired coordination of voices, with each singer coming in on
cue with their ‘one day more’ in a beautiful cascade of distinct voices and characters.”
The students were elated at what they had accomplished and all clapped at the end.
“That’s amazing,” several had said. In this short amount of time, Ann had demon-
strated remarkable success in bringing out the “gifts” of these youth.

Career Training in the Arts. “Creating programs that are educational but really exciting
and not boring for kids” is part of the goal that Rebecca, the energetic lead organizer,
held for programs she developed and led at Art-First. The organization’s mission is to
provide urban “underserved youth” with exciting instructive opportunities to develop
and improve their skills in a variety of art mediums, from painting to photography. It
has the resources to employ professional artists to serve as teachers and to equip
classes with high-quality materials. Although the organization has a youth board that
provided input on courses, Rebecca set up programs and she and other adults led
them. We studied youth participating in Art-First’s two-part summer career-training
program. The first six-week session was a career-development class in which youth
participated in hands-on training activities. In the second six-week session, 16 youth
were placed in internships and worked on a group project that involved painting a set
of murals that were mounted on the local train platform. The youth we followed were
Hispanic, European-American, Asian, and biracial.

Rebecca designed the career-training program to provide experiential learning
opportunities for the youth. She exerted leadership over the program because she
wanted to insure that all youth learned. She went to great lengths, including drawing
on the organization’s numerous contacts in the arts community, to see that students
had professional arts experiences. Rules and procedures in the program were shaped
to match those encountered in real-world work settings, including a strict policy on
attendance. During the first six-week session, Rebecca had the students develop resumes
and art portfolios, then do mock interviews with professionals in the art world. She
arranged for the students to do the murals in the second six-week session so that they
would experience both the constraints and rewards of doing public art.

The youth reported gaining valuable knowledge and skills from these experiences.
These included learning new art techniques from the mural project, such as how to
plan a large painting, paint layers, and add texture. From the internships, they reported
the experience of having professional art worlds opened up to them; they relished
gaining inside knowledge on how these settings functioned and learned “how to
interact in a professional setting.” Occasionally, the youth reacted adversely to the
constraints associated with these experiences. For the murals, one student said, “I had
all these ideas about what I was going to do, and then they had all these rules.” ~Each
student was required to do a realistic portrait of her- or himself working in a different
art form.! However, the students adjusted to these constraints and reported learning
from them. As one stated, “There will always be rules you have to follow, and you’re
just going to have to come up with ways to approach it differently so you enjoy it.”

Therefore, although the program was adult-driven, the adults kept the develop-
mental needs of the youth in focus. Shortly after the murals were mounted on the
train platform, they were severely vandalized. They were slashed with a sharp object
and the eyes in some of the self-portraits were gouged out. This was traumatic for both
the youth and adults, but Rebecca had the idea of organizing a class on art restoration
in which they would repair the paintings. She called all the youth to get their opinions;
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most were interested, so she developed a curriculum that included visits to art-
restoration sites in the city and a film about the restoration of Michelangelo’s frescos
in the Sistine Chapel, as well as restoring the murals. When we interviewed students
on the last day of this class, they reported having gained a lot by repairing their
paintings, not only valuable skills for restoring damaged art, but a greater capacity for
personal resiliency. “No matter where you get in life, you get to those points where life
is horrible,” said one youth. However, he reported learning from this experience that,
“You always get past it. There’s always ways to fix anything that goes wrong, regardless
of what it is” ~Walker & Larson, 2004!.

ANALYSES

All four of these programs appeared to us to be excellent. They are programs from
which much can be learned. Of course, each was unique, existing within a distinct
organizational setting and community ecology. The features we observed in these
programs cannot be readily abstracted out of context and cut and pasted into a
program with a different population of youth, different organizational goals, etc.
Nonetheless, our analyses of the data led us to beginning hypotheses about the ongo-
ing dynamics of the youth-driven and adult-driven approaches. First, the analyses
suggested that there were different trade-offs associated with each approach: distinct
developmental benefits they appeared to provide youth, and distinct risks of problems
that can emerge in the unfolding of the program. Second, the analyses suggested
techniques used by the adults in each framework that maximized its benefits and
reduced its liabilities.

Trade-Offs Associated With Each Approach

Youth-Driven. Consistent with the literature discussed at the outset of this article, the
benefits we observed in the youth-driven approach appeared to derive from the teens’
experience of ownership over the direction of program activities. Participants in the
FFA program and Youth Action saw the activities they planned as their own and they
were highly invested in the outcome of their work. Their daily experiences in the two
programs were those of taking on the multifaceted challenges of planning the day
camp and organizing the Youth Summit. Because of these experiences, they reported
developing leadership and strategic skills for working toward long-term goals. In other
articles, we have documented more fully how youth in these programs learned to plan,
work as a team, and communicate information effectively. Their experiences also led
them to feel more empowered—more competent and motivated to strive toward dis-
tant goals. Importantly, a number of youth reported that these new competencies
carried over to other parts of their lives ~Larson & Hansen, in press; Larson, Hansen,
& Walker, in press; Pearce, 2003!.

Youth’s experience of empowerment in these programs also appeared to propel
their growth in wider development areas. They became active agents of their own
development. As a result of working together, students in the FFA reported develop-
ing greater empathy with youth from other peer crowds ~Watkins, 2003!, and members
of Youth Action reported developing understanding of and comfort with gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender ~GLBT! youth and youth from other ethnic groups ~Larson,
Jarrett, et al., 2004!. Many reported developing a greater commitment to school and
college as a direct result of their experiences in these programs.
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While the benefits of the youth-driven approach derived from youth’s experience
of control, the principal liability we saw lay in conditions where this control broke
down and took things in directions that youth and adults viewed as off track. This was
most evident in the preparations for the FFA Day Camp, where the youth’s work was
stalled because of their inexperience with this large a project. Of course, youth learn
from mistakes, but the FFA youth’s prolonged wheel spinning created declines in
motivation and ownership, which were reversed only when the adult advisors began to
take a more active role. Jason, the Youth Action adult organizer, played a more engaged
role as a partner throughout, being willing to fill in when the youth were unable or
failed to carry out a critical step. Thus, we did not see the same dip in youth’s morale
in that program. However, we also saw that Jason was stretched thin, making phone
calls to youth who did not show up, doing computer analyses, and filling in on
numerous occasions when youth could not or did not do something.

Adult-Driven. The special benefits of the two adult-driven programs derived from the
adults’ ability to craft specially designed learning experiences and pass on their knowl-
edge. In both programs, the adults often created student-centered experiential learn-
ing activities where youth learned through doing. In Les Miserables, students were
coached and given exercises that developed technical theater skills—from developing
a character to creating a set and costumes. At Art-First, the adults provided high-
quality teaching of painting techniques, and the adults shared knowledge and social
capital that opened viable careers in the art world to them ~ Jarrett et al., 2005!. As one
student said, “It’s about gaining experience, and they @the adults# have the experience.”

In addition to artistic knowledge, youth in the adult-driven programs described
development in other broader domains, not unlike those reported in the youth-driven
programs. Youth in Les Miserables reported developing self-confidence ~“I have become
not so uptight around strangers”!, interpersonal skills ~“how to tolerate and get along
with other people”!, and a sense of responsibility ~Wood, Larson, & Tyler, 2004!. A girl
who plans to be a teacher reported that Ann was providing an important model to her
about patience and being willing to stop and attend to students’ needs. At Art-First,
youth reported gaining a range of personal and interpersonal knowledge from the
adults, including the lesson about resiliency that came with restoring the murals. One
youth said, “They don’t just teach you about art, they teach you about life.” Adults in
these two programs ~indeed, in all four programs! served as role models of adults to
emulate and knowledgeable mentors who shared their experiences.

The clearest liability we saw in the adult-driven approach was the threat of adults’
control undermining youth’s ownership. The Producer at Les Miserables reported inter-
mittent concerns about raising students’ ownership, for example, when students chat-
ted when they were supposed to be practicing lines or working on the set. At Art-First,
we saw some disassociation from the murals when students learned of the constraints
and rules, although all then reported adapting to these constraints. On most occa-
sions, however, students reported being invested in the goal of the program ~produc-
ing a good musical and good murals!, and particularly their piece of the work. We
think the high engagement of youth in the adult-driven programs was due partly to
the skills of the adults, which we will describe in a moment.

Both types of programs, then, steered a course between youth ownership and
keeping program activities on track. However, they appeared to do so at different
balance points. The youth-driven programs ~particularly Youth Action! appeared to
benefit from strong youth ownership over the direction of program activities, which
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led to youth’s taking greater initiative and learning leadership skills. However, youth’s
inexperience could create a greater risk of program activities getting off track or
stalling. The adult-driven approach allowed adults to create a track for participation
and learning, but risked diminished youth ownership, which could undermine engage-
ment in the crafted learning experiences. The promising practices that stood out for
us in each approach were those the adults used that addressed the liabilities of that
approach.

Balancing Techniques Employed by the Adults

The adult advisors in these four programs did many similar things. They were sensitive
to the youth, and all cultivated a concept of the program as a caring “family.” All
challenged the youth, but also made sure that work was broken up with fun. All were
intentional in trying to create the many features of positive youth programs that are
identified in the literature ~e.g., Eccles & Gootman, 2002!. However, as we have just
said, the strategies that caught our attention were the things they did to counteract or
counterbalance the liabilities of each approach.

Youth-Driven. In the youth-driven programs, these were techniques to help keep pro-
gram activities on track while keeping ownership for these activities in the hands of
the youth ~Larson, Hansen, & Walker, in press; Larson, Jarrett, et al., 2004!. The FFA
advisors were adept at posing guiding questions that raised practical issues, but kept
responsibility for addressing the question with the youth. At early stages, they period-
ically interjected clarifying and filtering questions that challenged youth to think
through how feasible an idea was or what steps would be necessary to carry it through.
At later stages, they posed what they called “debugging questions,” aimed at helping
the youth think about any problems that might occur.

Another technique for helping youth stay on track was providing intermediate struc-
tures, when needed. These structures did not encompass the entire project, but pro-
vided a helpful scaffolding that broke down a task to a manageable level. This technique
was used when youth appeared to be stuck or might potentially be stuck. At Youth
Action, Jason often created the agenda for youth-driven meetings to help ensure that
important issues were addressed. A related technique was monitoring to keep youth on
track, which involved checking up on youth and providing direction or filling in as
they felt necessary.

An important finding was that youth internalized these techniques. At the FFA,
one student reported understanding the advisors’ questioning technique and we saw
others beginning to use it. We suspect this happened at Youth Action as well. The
youth were developing strategies to better keep themselves on track @see Larson, Hansen,
and Walker ~in press! and Larson, Jarrett, et al. ~in press! for greater elaboration of
these techniques#.

Adult-Driven. The principal strength of the adult-driven approach was the latitude it
gave the adults to craft learning experiences, and we have already documented some
of the numerous ways in which these leaders created effective student-centered
learning experiences. Given that a prime liability of the adult-driven approach is
loss of youth ownership, the techniques that we feel are most important to highlight
were those used that stayed student-centered and kept youth ownership and engage-
ment high.
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First, adults in the two adult-driven programs put great emphasis on listening to
and obtaining feedback from youth. “You do a lot of listening,” Ann said, “and if you are
not perceptive, you will lose half your kids.” Rebecca reported that she always obtains
both oral and written evaluations from youth for every Art-First program: “They walk
away knowing that their ideas count. I really try to draw out over and over again their
ideas, what they’re interested in.” A frequent risk when adults hold control is that they
become out of touch and project their own beliefs about what youth need onto the
program ~Dworkin & Larson, 2004; Roach et al., 1999!. What the adults view as “on
track” can easily diverge from the youth’s view. Listening is a critical check and bal-
ance to keep this from happening.

A second technique, which we witnessed most often at Les Miserables, involved acts
of humility. Ann said,

The number one thing to be an effective leader is for me to be a servant,
being willing to get down and get dirty, to get in there and do the sweat, do
the work, do the listening, be tired when other people are tired, “can I do this
for you?” when you’re exhausted yourself. I think that makes a great leader
because then I have validity. They know that I’m genuine, that I’m not just
trying to get something out of them.

In the words of a student, Ann is “the kind of person who will stand on stage and jump
up and down and scream and yell and just make a fool out of herself.” Freire ~1970!
argued that humility is essential to effective teaching, and Ann’s self-deprecation,
laughter, and occasional crying with students helped students see her as a fellow
human being and collaborator, even when she was exercising authority.

A third technique involved cultivating a culture of fairness and opportunity for youth.
In a focus group study, we found that teens in youth programs are very sensitive about
unfairness ~Dworkin & Larson, 2004!, and theater, with its unavoidable differentiations
between lead and secondary roles, is a breeding ground for bruised egos and resent-
ment. Yet, the Les Miserables leaders went out of their way to act fairly and, like good
authoritative parents, to explain their decision-making processes so that students under-
stood it. For example, although a school f lu epidemic impaired many youth’s ability
to sing for the auditions, Ann explained that six adults ~including the school music
teachers who knew the students! were providing input on the casting, so that even
those with laryngitis would have a fair opportunity to be cast. At Art-First, staff culti-
vated an ethos of respecting everyone’s views and creating a safe space where all
students could develop their artistic abilities.

These techniques permitted the youth in Les Miserables and Art-First to have a
strong identification with the program: to feel ownership and sustain active engage-
ment in the program’s agenda. The adults in the adult-driven programs, then, used
their authority on the youths’ behalf. Although students may not have had the level of
ownership evident in the youth-driven programs, the adults created learning experi-
ences within which youth became active learners. A critic might label this “paternal-
ism,” and the negative connotations of this term are surely deserved in adult-driven
programs when adults are condescending, disrespectful, and undermine the youth’s
sense of agency. However, in the case of these two programs, paternalism or, rather,
“maternalism” ~youth in both identified the adults as mother figures! was exercised
with checks and balances that kept youth ownership high and the best interests of the
youth at the center.
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Again, we want to stress that there was much that leaders of the two types of
programs did that was similar. The central commonality across programs was the
adults’ intentionality in how they related to the youth ~see Walker, Marczak, Blyth, &
Bordon, in press!. Whether the program was youth- or adult-driven, the adults had
well-developed philosophies about what their goals were and how to work toward
them. In all of the programs, there were week-to-week challenges, setbacks, and dilem-
mas, and the adults were attentive in anticipating and thinking about how to respond
in ways that were sensitive to the youth. Indeed, a constant across programs was that
the adults worked their tails off for the youth, playing multiple roles ~teacher, friend,
and sometimes parent! and trying to always keep themselves one step ahead. They
were intentional not only in balancing youth ownership and keeping things on track,
but in addressing numerous other objectives regarding the youth and the program.

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

We suspect that the underlying questions of when and how adults should control or
provide support for youth are ones that parents, teachers, and “elders” have struggled
with across history and cultures. Our limited data cannot provide a definitive answer
on what approach of youth–adult relationship should be used across situations. Indeed,
we concluded that trying to judge one approach to be “better or worse” is the wrong
objective. Different frameworks for youth–adult relationships may be suited for differ-
ent situations. Adult control would be incompatible with Youth Action’s mission of
empowering youth to change their communities. Yet, experienced adult leadership
appeared to be nearly essential for managing Les Miserables, with its cast and crew of
110 youth. Rather than picking a preferred approach, we think it important to under-
stand the distinct dynamics associated with the two approaches and evaluate what
approach, or meld, is suited to given objectives and contexts.

For an organization or practitioner thinking about what approach to use, a first
question is, what are your goals for youth development. Data from this study suggest
that good youth-driven programs can provide young people rich opportunities to
experience leadership responsibility and develop strategic and teamwork skills. Given
that adolescents have limited opportunities for these experiences in other parts of
their lives ~Larson, 2000!, we think it important that all youth have abundant chances
to participate in this type of program. Nonetheless, there are other competencies,
such as developing artistic or other talents, that might be better learned in high-
quality adult-led programs in which adults use their expertise to shape student-
centered learning experiences.

The development of an approach for a given program also might be influenced by
situational and human factors. At Les Miserables and Art-First, the long-term sustain-
ability of the programs depended in part on the final products ~the musical and the
murals!, impressing program stakeholders. Thus, a higher level of adult direction—to
ensure high quality—may have been important. The orientation and temperament of
the adults are another factor. Effective implementation of the youth-driven approach
requires forbearance from adults and a willingness to let youth do things their own
way. At the Clarkston FFA, Mr. Baker had a higher comfort level with this, so he was
the primary advisor for the day camp, whereas Mr. Jensen often played a more primary
role in activities framed to permit greater adult input.
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Another vital set of factors to consider is who the youth are, what they are ready
for, and what they want. Cultures differ in the frameworks they provide for adult
authority ~Serpell & Hatano, 1997!, and thus youth from different groups may enter
programs with much different working models for youth–adult relationships. Older
youth are likely to be more developmentally ready for a youth-driven approach, and
more likely to be wary of a program with high adult control. Although we have not
focused on it here, we found the personalities and prior experiences of individual
youth influenced how they responded in different situations, and the adult leaders
often adjusted the types of supports they provided to these individual differences. In
sum, imposing either an adult-driven or a youth-driven approach could be unsuccess-
ful if it is not fitted to the youth’s cultural framework, developmental levels, prefer-
ences, and other group and individual factors.

The two approaches, we stress, should not be seen as mutually exclusive choices.
We have kept them distinct in order to highlight differences, but many programs ~or
activities within a program! may successfully combine elements of the two. Depending
on circumstances, youth and adults may have different roles or may share different
domains of decision making, for example, in who chooses program goals, who sets
expectations and rules, and who runs program sessions. More in-depth research is
needed to examine how different programs structure youth–adult interactions at these
different domains and what dynamics and outcomes are associated with alternate
structures. We also have observed that some organizations provide a gradual progres-
sion for youth to move from adult-driven to youth-driven activities as they develop the
necessary skills. In addition, some youth-driven programs start with a period of train-
ing in which adults teach youth leadership skills to use as adults step back into a
supportive role ~e.g., Denner, Meyer, & Bean, 2005!.

What is important in our view is that there be consistency, transparency, and
intentionality in the approach that is being used. The shared understanding about
how youth and adults collaborate within a program can be seen as a contract ~Murray
& Murphy, 2001!. Lansdown ~2001! stressed that the “ground rules” for youth and
adult input need to be clear. Although there is some room for adjusting these ground
rules, Camino’s ~2000! work showed that youth can feel confused, betrayed, and humil-
iated when adults suddenly change the arrangement. We suspect that creation of this
contract requires more discussion and effort in new programs. In the established
programs we studied, there were well-developed “cultures” that articulated and justi-
fied the roles of youth and adults. However, even in these high-quality programs, the
adults constantly were engaged in nurturing the contract. The balancing techniques
we identified were means to respond to week-to-week contingencies and bring out the
potentialities of each approach.

Our goal for this article has been not to provide definitive answers, but to stim-
ulate further questioning—by administrators designing programs, practitioners think-
ing about day-to-day program activities, and researchers who want to contribute to this
practice. We have suggested some of the conditions under which different approaches
might be preferred, but there is much more to be asked about when, where, and how
these approaches should be implemented. We have identified a small set of tech-
niques used by practitioners to balance ownership with keeping youth on track, but
keen attention and further research are needed to ask when these should be used and
what other techniques are effective to achieve a fuller range of objectives across
diverse situations.

Youth- and Adult-Driven Programs • 71



REFERENCES

Baumrind, D. ~1978!. Parental disciplinary patterns and social competence in children. Youth
and Society, 9, 939–276.

Camino, L.A. ~2000!. Youth–adult partnerships: Entering new territory in community work and
research. Applied Developmental Science, 4, 11–20.

Chall, J.S. ~2000!. The academic achievement challenge: What really works in the classroom?
New York: Guilford Press.

Denner, J., Meyer, B., & Bean, S. ~2005!. Young Women’s Leadership Alliance: Youth–adult
partnerships in an all-female after-school program. Journal of Community Psychology, 33,
87–100.

Dworkin, J., & Larson, R. ~2004!. Adolescents’ negative experiences in youth programs: Reports
from a focus group study. Manuscript submitted for publication.

Eccles, J., & Gootman, J. ~Eds.!. ~2002!. Community programs to promote youth development.
Washington, DC: National Academy Press.

Freire, P. ~1970!. Pedagogy of the oppressed ~M.B. Ramos, Trans.!. New York: Continuum.
Ginwright, S., & James, T. ~2002, Winter!. From assets to agents of change. New Directions for

Youth Development, 96, 27–46.
Glaser, B., & Strauss, A. ~1967!. The discovery of grounded theory. Chicago: Aldine Publications.
Hart, R. ~1997!. Children’s participation: The theory and practice of involving young citizens in

community development and environmental care. New York: UNICEF.
Heath, S.B., & Smyth, L. ~1999!. Art show: Youth and community development. Washington,

DC: Partners for Livable Communities.
Jarrett, R.L., Sullivan, P.J., & Watkins, N.D. ~2005!. Developing social capital through participa-

tion in organized youth programs: Qualitative insights from three program. Journal of
Community Psychology, 33, 41–55.

Lahoud, J. ~2003!. Youth organizing: A powerful approach to positive youth development and
community change. Insight, 5~1!, 4–6.

Lansdown, G. ~2001!. Promoting children’s participation in democratic decision-making. Flo-
rence, Italy: Innocenti Research Center, UNICEF.

Larson, R. ~2000!. Toward a psychology of positive youth development. American Psychologist,
55, 170–183.

Larson, R., & Hansen, D. ~in press!. The development of strategic thinking: Learning to impact
human systems in a youth activism program. Human Development.

Larson, R., Hansen, D., & Walker, K. ~in press!. Everybody’s gotta give: Adolescents’ develop-
ment of initiative within a youth program. In J. Mahoney, R. Larson, & J. Eccles ~Eds.!,
Organized activities as contexts of development: Extracurricular activities, after-school and
community programs. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Larson, R., Jarrett, R., Hansen, D., Pearce, N., Sullivan, P., Walker, K., Watkins, N., & Wood, D.
~2004!. Organized youth activities as contexts of positive development. In A. Linley & S.
Joseph ~Eds.!, Positive psychology in practice ~pp. 540–560!. New York: Wiley.

Lewis-Charp, H., Yu, H.C., Sengouvanh, S., & Lacoe, J. ~2003!. Extending the reach of youth
development through civic activism. Takoma Park, MD: Innovation Center for Community
and Youth Development.

McLaughlin, M. ~2000!. Community counts: How youth organizations matter for youth devel-
opment. Washington, DC: Public Education Network.

McLaughlin, M.W., Irby, M.A., & Langman, J. ~1994!. Urban sanctuaries: Neighborhood Orga-
nizations in the lives of inner-city youth. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Murray, M.C., & Murphy, B.L. ~2001!. Leadership effectiveness. In J.M. Williams ~Ed.!, Applied
sport psychology ~pp. 82–106!. Mountain View, CA: Mayfield.

72 • Journal of Community Psychology, January 2005



O’Donoghue, J., Kirshner, B., & McLaughlin, M. ~2002!. Introduction: Moving youth participa-
tion forward. Youth participation: Improving institutions and communities. New directions
in youth development, No. 96 ~pp. 15–26!. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Opelt, J.R. ~1991!. Organizing and managing the high school theatre program. Boston: Allyn
and Bacon.

Pearce, N. ~2003, June!. Roads to empowerment for a youth in a program for diverse teens.
Paper presented at the 9th Biennial Conference on Community Research and Action, New
Mexico Highlands University, Las Vegas, Nevada.

Pearce, N. ~2004!. Unpacking motivational change in the context of youth programs: Implica-
tions for sustained youth engagement. Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign.

Piaget, J. ~1965!. The moral judgement of the child ~T.A. Brown & C.E. Kaegi, Trans.!. Palo Alto,
CA: Annual Reviews.

Rappaport, J. ~1981!. In praise of paradox: A social policy of empowerment over prevention.
American Journal of Community Psychology, 9, 1–25.

Roach, A., Wyman, L., Brookes, H., Chavez, C., Heath, S.B., & Valdes, G. ~1999!. Leadership
giftedness: Models revisited. Gifted Child Quarterly, 43, 13–24.

Roberts, G.C., & Treasure, D.C. ~1992!. Children in sport. Sport Science Review, 1~2!, 46–64.

Serpell, R., & Hatano, G. ~1997!. Education, schooling, and literacy. In J.W. Berry, P.R. Dasen, &
T.S. Saraswathi ~Eds.!, Handbook of cross-cultural psychology: Vol. 2. Basic processes and
human development ~2nd ed., pp. 339–376!. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Smith, R.E., & Smoll, F.L. ~1990!. Self-esteem and children’s reactions to youth sport coaching
behaviors: A field study of self-enhancement processes. Developmental Psychology, 26~6!,
987–993.

Smith, R., & Smoll, F. ~1997!. Coach-mediated team building in youth sports. Journal of Applied
Sports Psychology, 9, 114–132.

Stattin, H., Kerr, M., Mahoney, J., Persson, A., & Magnusson, D. ~in press!. Explaining why a
leisure context is bad for some girls and not for others. In J. Mahoney, R. Larson, & J.
Eccles ~Eds.!, Organized activities as contexts of development: Extracurricular activities,
after-school and community programs. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Sullivan, L. ~2000!. An emerging model for working with youth: Community organizing �
youth � youth organizing. Funders Collaborative on Youth Organizing. Retrieved October
20, 2004, from http:00www.fcyo.org

Taylor, S.J., & Bogdan, R. ~1998!. Introduction to qualitative research methods: A guidebook
and resource ~3rd ed.!. New York: Wiley.

Theeboom, M., De Knop, P., & Weiss, M. ~1995!. Motivational climate, psychological responses,
and motor skill development in children’s sport: A field-based intervention study. Journal
of Sport & Exercise Psychology, 17, 294–311.

Walker, J., Marczak, M., Blyth, D., & Bordon, L. ~in press!. Designing youth development pro-
grams: Toward a theory of developmental intentionality. In J. Mahoney, R. Larson, &
J. Eccles ~Eds.!, Organized activities as contexts of development: Extracurricular activities,
after-school and community programs. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Walker, K., & Larson, R. ~2004!. Learning about the “real world” in an urban youth arts pro-
gram. Manuscript in preparation.

Watkins, N. ~2003, June!. Bridging difference in a rural youth program: Hicks, punks, and the
in-crowd. Paper presented at the 9th Biennial Conference on Community Research and
Action, New Mexico Highlands University, Las Vegas, Nevada.

Wood, D., Larson, R., & Tyler, D. ~2004!. Developing responsibility in youth programs. Manu-
script in preparation.

Youth- and Adult-Driven Programs • 73



Youniss, J. ~1980!. Parents and peers in social development. Chicago, IL: The University of
Chicago Press.

Zeldin, S. ~2004!. Youth as agents of adult and community development: Mapping the processes
and outcomes of youth engaged in organizational governance. Applied Developmental
Science, 8, 75–90.

Zeldin, S., McDaniel, A., Topitzes, D., & Lorens, M. ~2001!. Bringing young people to the table:
Effects on adults and youth organizations. Community Youth Development, 2, 21–27.

74 • Journal of Community Psychology, January 2005


