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Creating a climate for young people to thrive was the topic of a recent PTA parent education presentation by Adrian Ruiz, co-director of the Youth Development Network/ Ready by 21 Coalition, a Sacramento region nonprofit that trains youth service providers in the principles of positive youth development.  The Capital Region Ready by 21 Coalition is dedicated to helping communities make sure all young people are Ready by 21:  ready for college, work and life.  Mr. Ruiz shared insights into creating a community where teens can achieve personal success, be connected to adults, and have a positive vision of their future.

The presentation began with an overview of youth development as a process of change and growth.  Mr. Ruiz highlighted research on youth resiliency by Emmy Werner and Bonnie Benard over 30 years which found that more than two-thirds of high-risk young people were able to bounce back from adversity and become healthy adults.  This resiliency was attributed to the supports and opportunities the youth received in the form of caring relationships, high expectations, and meaningful participation in their communities.


Search Institute has identified a set of 40 building blocks for healthy youth development, known as “Developmental Assets”, which help young people grow up healthy, caring, and responsible.  These are divided into 20 “External Assets” (in the categories of:  support, empowerment, boundaries and expectations, and constructive use of time) and 20 “Internal Assets” (categorized into:  commitment to learning, positive values, social competencies, and positive identity).

When these assets are correlated with youth behaviors, for example using data from the California Healthy Kids Survey, a strong relationship has been found.  The more assets or strengths a young person has, the less likely he or she is to be involved in risky behaviors, including drug and alcohol use and involvement in violence.  Also, the more assets a youth has, the more likely he or she is to be involved in thriving behaviors, including success in school and maintaining good health.

Mr. Ruiz emphasized that schools cannot provide all 40 of the Developmental Assets, but they can provide or support close to half of them.  Many schools have created quality environments for young people using the California Healthy Kids Survey data as a road map.  They have also invited youth to participate in developing their environments through focus groups and ongoing planning and involvement.

In Davis, many students’ stress levels are high, largely due to academic pressures.  Parents need to be aware that, even though a student may be performing well academically, he or she may not be developing many other key developmental assets necessary for success as an adult.  Academic preparation is only one aspect of readiness for adulthood.

Of note also is that many students in Davis do not feel safe at school.  Data from the 2007 California Healthy Kids Survey indicated that only 22% of Davis seventh graders, 27% of ninth graders, and 32% of eleventh graders felt “very safe” at school.  Harassment, physical fights, fear of physical violence, and weapons on campus were indicators related to perceived lack of safety at school.
Mr. Ruiz highlighted many strategies the Davis community can implement to support our youth.  We need to shift from a deficit-based youth development approach to an asset-based approach.  That is, rather than focusing on problem reduction, we need to help youth build on their strengths.
Following are some of the ways we can support our youth:

· Young people need to develop supportive relationships with adults other than their parents.

· They need to have real-world experiences through internships and other programs.

· They need opportunities to be resources to their community, not just recipients of education and other services.

· We need to broaden our definition of what it means for youth to be successful.

· Youth need opportunities to develop their talents into strengths.

· They need physical and emotional safety.

· Davis needs a place for kids to just be kids, where they can hang out rather than participate in organized activities.

· Adults need to ask young people to be involved in planning this type of venue; UCD students could be utilized to help also.

As part of their development, youth need to master “soft skills”.  They need to learn how to change and adapt, be productive, use technology, be connected, and navigate situations, no matter where they go.

Using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, youth first must have their needs for emotional and physical safety met.  Then they can focus on relationship building, both with adult allies who have high expectations for them, and with peer allies who provide positive experiences.  Next they need to participate in their community, to feel that they belong and have something to contribute.  Lastly, they need to build their skills, take on challenging and interesting projects, and work toward their goals and dreams.

Mr. Ruiz suggested many resources Davis could utilize in becoming more supportive of positive youth development.  The Youth Development Network/ Ready by 21 Coalition can provide assistance with training, networking, and policy work.  The California Healthy Kids Survey can provide guidance on areas of strength and areas for improvement.  Search Institute’s Developmental Assets lists outline the basic building blocks for healthy development for our young people.  Mr. Ruiz also recommended Building Engaged Schools by Gary Gordon and the StrengthsFinder approach to strengths-based development.  These resources are listed below with links for further information.
Resources

Youth Development Network Web Site:

http://www.ydnetwork.org/
Ready by 21 Coalition Brochure:

http://www.ydnetwork.org/tier3_pages/docs/RB21Broch_042408Final4Web.pdf
Ready by 21 Resource Guide for Parents and Guardians:

http://www.ydnetwork.org/tier3_pages/docs/Rby21ResourceGuide_042408.pdf
California Healthy Kids Survey Web Site:

http://www.wested.org/cs/chks/print/docs/chks_home.html
California Healthy Kids Survey Report, Davis, Spring 2007:
http://www.wested.org/chks/pdf/rpts_dl/s07s_57_72678.pdf
Search Institute Web Site:
http://www.search-institute.org/
Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets Lists:
http://www.search-institute.org/assets/forty.htm
Building Engaged Schools by Gary Gordon:

http://www.buildingengagedschools.com/content/?ci=24751
Strengths-Based Development, StrengthsFinder 2.0:

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/159562015X/bookstorenow79-20
StrengthsFinder Strengths Spotlight for Grades 9-12:

http://www.gallup.com/consulting/education/22150/Strengths-Spotlight.aspx
