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Why is Youth Engagement Is Important
The term “youth engagement XE "Youth engagement" \t "See Youth development" ” is often used to describe many different types of teen programs – from peer mentoring to youth advocacy. For the purpose of this manual, we are focusing on youth engagement XE "Youth engagement"  efforts that meaningfully involve teens in decision-making. This decision-making can occur at the clinic level, at state or local government levels, or even nationally. Many youth are willing and able to get involved in some type of policy-setting, but adults typically overlook them as a resource. This oversight is particularly problematic for school health providers since youth are the primary recipients of our care. 
Ways Youth Strengthen SBHCs

· Advising on clinic policies, such as when the center is open, what types of services to offer, and, in some cases, whether those services are offered in culturally appropriate ways

· Developing or assisting with marketing XE "Marketing"  efforts that reach teens

· Helping with health education efforts on nutrition, active lifestyles, substance abuse, etc.

· Evaluating services and practices

· Advocating for the health center with policymakers and administrators

Ways Youth Benefit from Engagement

In addition to youth engagement XE "Youth engagement"  being valuable to the SBHC, it is great for the teens involved. Young people involved in decision-making grow developmentally and academically. They build skills that help them become healthy, confident, well-rounded community leaders. Academically, youth involved in policy processes build critical thinking, public speaking, writing and other skills that can boost their grades and workforce preparation.
 

In addition, youth who are involved in their SBHC often develop a positive, nurturing connection with a caring adult employed at the health center. These types of relationships are invaluable to young people.  

Approaches to Youth Involvement

Youth Members on Your SHAC XE "SHAC"  

This approach, placing youth on your SHAC XE "SHAC" , was addressed in some detail in Chapter 3: Community Planning (pages 16-62).

Youth Advisory Committees 

In addition to involving youth in your SHAC XE "SHAC" , you may consider establishing a separate youth advisory committee XE "Youth advisory committees" . This group often consists of 6-10 youth who meet regularly and make recommendations to health center staff. Youth advisory committees are a great way to get youth feedback and help prepare youth to become future members of your SHAC. 

However, the success of a youth advisory committee greatly depends on the level of support and mentorship provided from the SBHC. In some cases, new SBHCs simply do not have the staff, funding, or experience to support a youth advisory committee initially. In this circumstance, it is better to wait until the SBHC is better resourced than to launch a youth advisory committee prematurely without adequate staffing XE "Staffing"  and support.  
Youth Educators XE "Youth educators" 
Another great way to involve youth in the SBHC is to develop peer-mentoring programs. These programs train students to be peer mentors on one or more adolescent health issues, such as nutrition, substance abuse, or teen pregnancy. The health center oversees this training and provides the space for peer mentors to talk to other students. 

Case Study – Gladsden High School, Chaparrel, NM:  Students conducted a deliberative discussion process with their peers and determined that the most pressing issues facing teens in their school were teen pregnancy, alcohol and substance abuse, and domestic violence.  They then undertook a campus-wide public health campaign – drawing on support from school counselors XE "School counselors" , nurses, and teachers – to educate students about healthier choices in each of these areas. They also worked with health professionals and community leaders to produce a health fair to educate students, parents and the community at-large.

Youth-led Evaluation XE "Youth-led evaluation" 

 XE "Evaluation"  and Research

Before the youth representatives (or any advocates) can be important participants in the decision-making process of your SBHC, they must first do some research. For example, before suggesting that the SBHC promote certain services, youth should survey or canvass other students to see what they think are the most urgent healthcare needs. 

This research step is important, especially for teens. When young people cannot explain the rationale for their recommendations, they run the risk of being disregarded or considered “puppets” of their adult advisors. By contrast, when youth can point to survey results or other research, their credibility increases. 

There are traditional means of research such as going to the library, using the internet, reading the newspaper and existing studies, etc. However, it is especially useful for youth and adults when youth conduct their own research. This research can become part of the SBHC’s needs assessment XE "Needs assessments"  or ongoing evaluation, often helping the SBHC to meet its own evaluation requirements.
In this section we address three approaches to youth-led research: surveys XE "Surveys" , focus groups XE "Focus groups" , and community interviews. 

Youth Surveys XE "Surveys"  

Surveys can range from simple to complex. They can be authored by the youth themselves or by their adult partners. For example, it is relatively easy for youth to develop a survey to determine the most important healthcare needs at the school. They develop a brief questionnaire asking students to rank their top concerns. 

Case Study: New Mexico Youth Alliance: This statewide group of young people helped adults develop a youth survey, which they distributed in 2004 to 600 teens across the state. The results, while not scientific, provided a valuable snapshot of youth opinions about safety, family, exercise, teen pregnancy, job preparedness, and other topics. Youth Alliance members used these results to support recommendations they made to the Governor, Lt. Governor, and other policymakers. 

Youth-led Focus Groups XE "Focus groups" 
Focus groups are another way to gather information. They are small meetings, led by moderators (in this case, youth moderators), where people discuss a topic. Focus groups are forums for discussion and conversation. Their purpose is not just to learn what people think about a certain issue, but why they think that way.  With a small amount of training and practice, youth can moderate focus groups XE "Focus groups" , giving them the power to collect feedback on a policy or a project idea without having to do a full survey. 

Case Study-Policy Leadership Program on School Health: A series of youth focus groups XE "Focus groups"  conducted in seven communities resulted in wide ranging recommendations. Among several things, the teens suggested putting televisions in the waiting rooms, advertising clinic services more broadly on campus, employing youth to work in SBHCs, and providing more health education services. See p. 97 for a summary of the youth focus group results.
Youth Interviews of Community XE "Interviewing leaders, officials"  Leaders 

A final way for youth to do research is to identify key leaders in their school, city or community. The leaders can be elected officials, local citizens, principals, or directors of community organizations. Youth representatives, either alone or with other youth, can organize these meetings. 

Youth Advocacy XE "Youth advocacy" 

 XE "Advocacy" 
Once youth go through a research phase to learn about an issue, they can become advocates. In many cases, youth can be more effective than adults because they can hold policymakers’ attention. There are two major types of advocacy: direct and grassroots. Each is described below. 
Youth-Led Direct Advocacy XE "Advocacy" 
Direct advocacy occurs when people attempt to affect policy themselves, such as holding a face-to-face meeting with a policymaker, calling their legislator, or speaking at a hearing. 

Case Study – Gladsden High School, Chaparrel, NM:  After developing their project to educate peers about teen pregnancy prevention and other health matters (described on the previous page), these students advocated to their school board for a change in the policy regarding sex education and availability of contraception counseling in the school to combat the high teen pregnancy rates. While the school board ultimately declined the students’ requests, their actions brought attention to the issue and contributed to an effort to provide contraceptive counseling at a facility near campus.  

Youth-Led Grassroots Advocacy XE "Advocacy" 
Grassroots advocacy occurs when people organize others to advocate a particular cause. Youth can be very effective at leading petition drives, letter-writing campaigns, organized canvassing, distributing flyers, or organizing rallies. 
In sum, grassroots advocacy focuses on organizing other people to take action. By contrast, direct advocacy requires taking action yourself. Youth can be effective advocates using either strategy. More information on this topic is presented in Chapter 9: Advocacy XE "Advocacy"  and Coalition-Building. 

Worksheets: Setting a Youth Involvement Plan 
This worksheet will help you begin to develop a youth involvement plan.  

1. Drawing on the information on p. 61, as well as your own experiences, record at least three reasons that youth engagement should be a priority for your SBHC: 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

2. Pages 62-64 present several meaningful ways to involve youth in your SBHC. Which seem best for your organization? Are there others you would add to the list? 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

3. Look back to Chapter 6’s worksheet on evaluation and data collection (p. 59). In what ways might youth contribute to your evaluation plan? Can they help write your patient satisfaction surveys using youth-friendly language? Can they distribute surveys on campus, or conduct focus groups of their peers?  

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

4. As you move on to the marketing and advocacy chapters that follow, keep in mind that youth can contribute to these efforts as well. Use the space below to record initial ideas for engaging youth in marketing and advocacy. 

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________________
� “Engaging Youth In Democracy: How Policymakers� XE "Policymakers" � Can Get Started,” by Heather Balas� XE "Balas, Heather" �, published by the Center for Health Improvement and the Politics for Trust Network. 


� Information in this section adapted from materials developed by the California Center for Civic Participation, � HYPERLINK "http://www.californiacenter.org" ��www.californiacenter.org�,. 





