This chapter reviews key issues in professional
development in the youth development field,
describing important work done over the past two
decades and lessons learned from major philan-
thropic investments in capacity building both
nationally and locally.

Professional development in the
youth development field: Issues,
trends, opportunities, and challenges

Fane Quinn

MY ENTRY INTO THE YOUTH WORK FIELD over three decades ago was
launched by a graduate school course on the psychopathology of
adolescence. In fact, I had wanted to deepen my understanding
of normal adolescent development, but no such course was offered.

In many ways, this snapshot from my career encapsulates the
history of youth work. It is a field that has moved from a sole focus
on the treatment of youth problems to their prevention, and more
recently, the promotion of normal, healthy development. Con-
current with this trend to a more comprehensive approach to
youth services (one that serves a continuum from promotion
to prevention to short- and long-term treatment) has been the
growth of professional development strategies that prepare and
support workers in the “shallow end” of the services continuum—
that is, in their role as youth development specialists.
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This chapter provides an overview of the main issues involved in
professional development in the youth development field today and
examines accomplishments and challenges from a national per-
spective, while also discussing local practice that exemplifies many
of the principles of best practice in youth development.

A brief bistory

Professional development efforts have existed for several decades
in the youth development field, especially among national youth
organizations that have paid significant attention to training for
youth work executives and to program support, such as handbooks
and short training courses, for volunteers.

Early efforts bad limited scope

For example, when I became the national program director at Girls
Clubs of America (now Girls Incorporated) in 1981, I learned that
this organization conducted a well-established weeklong manage-
ment seminar for new club executives each year. Similarly, I learned
that several other youth-serving agencies provided support for new
and more seasoned leaders, and organizations such as the Scouts,
Camp Fire, and 4-H had a long tradition of providing guidance and
support to their volunteer troop and group leaders.

As worthy as these early efforts were, several levels of these orga-
nizations were all but ignored in the professional development
offerings, and much of the guidance and support for volunteer lead-
ers had a limited focus. For example, these programs suggested an
array of possible activities for use in group meetings but offered lit-
tle or no guidance on developmental stages of youth, group work
techniques, or how to deal with behavioral issues.

A landmark initiative

Professional development among national youth organizations took
a giant leap forward in the mid-1970s when the Lilly Endowment
made a multiyear grant to support the National Youthworker Edu-
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cation Project. Under the leadership of professor Gisela Konopka
at the University of Minnesota, this initiative linked theory to prac-
tice in a meaningful way by offering a rigorous and extended course
of study to carefully selected emerging leaders in the youth work
field. The ten-day course included classes on such varied topics as
“adolescenthood” (youth development), cultural diversity, adoles-
cent sexuality, special challenges of youth in the juvenile justice sys-
tem, working with youth in crisis situations, and program planning.
A follow-up evaluation by researcher Judith Erickson indicated that
the project was successful on several fronts, particularly in creating
a cohort of youth work leaders in several national organizations
who stayed in the field and made significant contributions to their
respective (and other) organizations.! Despite this positive evalua-
tion, professional development in youth organizations garnered
precious little foundation interest or support for at least a decade,
until the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund (now named the
Wallace Foundation) made a multiyear investment of $55 million
at both national and local levels.

Recent accomplishments

Opver the past ten to fifteen years, as the field of youth development
has matured and come into its own, professional development pro-
grams have proliferated, along with an increased consensus about
the competencies needed for effective youth work practice. Other
chapters in this volume will explore the competency issues in depth,
and will describe specific national and local delivery systems. My
purpose here is to offer a brief overview of several key accomplish-
ments and to outline a set of findings on principles of best practice
that have emerged from these initiatives.

The $55-million-dollar question

Early in my nine-year tenure as national program director at Girls
Clubs of America, I observed that most of our professional develop-
ment work focused on local club directors. Although I understood
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the rationale for this approach, I grew increasingly worried about the
obvious gaps in these professional development offerings, partic-
ularly at the direct service and program development levels.
Whenever I raised this need with potential funders, I would find
the conversation shifting quickly to “And what are your other pri-
orities?” It was clear to me that the professional development of
program staff, including front-line workers, was simply too basic,
too bedrock, too unsexy to generate philanthropic interest. Or so
I thought, until I met Donna Dunlop, who served as program
director of the DeWitt Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund from 1987
to 1992. In what might be best characterized as a wide-ranging
discussion (by now I knew to come into such meetings with my list
of categorical program priorities), Donna listened carefully and
then asked me a question that no foundation staffer had ever
posed: “What is the single greatest need your organization is fac-
ing right now?” Without hesitation, I replied that we needed to
create an ongoing professional development system for the pro-
gram staff at our local clubs. Instead of changing the subject as I
expected her to do, Donna responded that she had heard similar
thoughts from other youth organization executives and that she
was open to pursuing the idea. Under her leadership (and later,
mine and Pam Stevens’), the Wallace fund invested $55 million in
professional development at youth organizations over a ten-year
period. Three strategies drove these investments: (1) a national
strategy, through which twenty-one national youth organizations?
received grants to build their professional development infra-
structure and systems and to create new approaches targeted at
multiple levels, including direct service workers, program direc-
tors, and board members; (2) a local strategy through which four-
teen local intermediary organizations’ provided professional
development to youth workers in their areas, revolving around the
Advancing Youth Development youth work training curriculum#*
and coordinated by the National Training Institute of the Acad-
emy for Educational Development (see Chapter Four for addi-
tional information); and (3) a field-building strategy through which
cross-cutting studies (for example, on youth worker hiring and
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compensation patterns), concept papers, and clearinghouses
resulted.’

In 1995, the Wallace fund commissioned an external analysis of
these investments, conducted by the Chapin Hall Center for Chil-
dren.® The following year, the fund itself published a monograph
based on this and its own assessment of its investments.” This
report concluded that there had been many positive outcomes:

These grants strengthened individual youth-serving organizations by
allowing them to concentrate resources on the professional development
of their workers; they also strengthened the field of youth work by pro-
viding intermediary organizations [the] funding necessary to begin devel-
oping a theoretical framework to support youth work as a distinct
profession. This commitment has been pivotal to the advancement of the
field and has made the fund a leader in this effort.?

An emerging consensus

Concurrent with this expansion of national and citywide professional
development initiatives, a consensus is emerging in our field on sev-
eral critical issues, including that we need basic definitions of youth
development, an underlying research base, and agreement on essen-
tial competencies for youth work practice. For example, Karen
Pittman and Michele Cahill made important conceptual contribu-
tions through a set of papers and monographs that outlined basic
definitions in the field.” The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Devel-
opment drew on this work and added substantially to it by commis-
sioning twelve papers on various aspects of youth work practice,
convening two national meetings on key youth work topics (evalua-
tion and professional development), and publishing and widely
disseminating a book-length report on American youth organiza-
tions.!? Subsequently, the National Research Council established a
definitive research base for the youth development field.!! During
these fifteen years of progress, another contribution came from the
Youth Development Institute of the Fund for the City of New York,
which convened experienced youth workers over a multiyear period
to define the core competencies of effective youth work practice. The
resulting document!? has influenced the youth development field in
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many ways both in New York City and nationally—for example,
informing the content of the Advancing Youth Development cur-
riculum and the National Collaboration for Youth’s youth workers
competency project (described in Chapter Two of this volume). The
sidebar shown here outlines these competencies.

Working together with experienced youth work staff from nine of New
York City’s leading youth development organizations, the Youth Devel-
opment Institute of the Fund for the City of New York created a publica-
tion entitled Core Competencies for Youth Work. This consensus document
outlines the following knowledge and skills as essential to effective youth
work practice:

Program Development

¢ Knowledge of youth development framework

¢ Knowledge of agency mission

* Knowledge of organizational policies and procedures in regard to
youth

¢ Knowledge of adolescent developmental stages

e Ability to foster youth empowerment

Communication

* Ability to develop and maintain a relationship of trust with young
people

* Ability to convey information so it is received in the manner intended

* Ability to communicate effectively (including ability to convey and
interpret information in dominant language and in language of the
community)

Program Implementation

* Knowledge of group work

* Ability to facilitate groups

* Knowledge of planning activities

* Ability to plan and implement activities

e Ability to motivate and engage young people

* Ability to recognize and respond to youth needs and interests

Advocacy-Networking

¢ Knowledge of youth rights (for all youth, regardless of legal status)
* Ability to network with a variety of external systems
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¢ Knowledge of school and career options
¢ Knowledge of social context of youth

Assessment

* Ability to reflect on one’s practice and performance
* Ability to organize and manage workload

Community and Family Engagenent

e Ability to understand and respect culture of youth and families
* Knowledge of community, especially in regard to youth and family
* Knowledge of family structures

Intervention

* Ability to recognize need for intervention
* Ability to deal with conflicts
* Knowledge of intervention strategies

The state of our art: Lessons learned and principles
of best practice

A clear set of lessons and principles emerges from these multiple
efforts of the past fifteen years:

* Professional development involves more than training.

* The cost of professional development is legitimate, necessary,
and essential to doing business.

* An effective system of professional development encompasses
multiple levels, including administration and program levels;
board members and staff members; paid and unpaid workers
(volunteers).

* An effective system of professional development builds on the
emerging consensus on essential knowledge and core compe-
tencies of youth work practice

Professional development involves more than training

Although training is certainly an essential component of it, an effec-
tive system of professional development pays attention to a much
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broader set of issues, including recruitment, hiring, orientation,
supervision, coaching, and assessment—in addition to pre- and
in-service training. Our experience at the Children’s Aid Society in
New York City can serve to illustrate this point. We have made sig-
nificant progress over the past several years in effecting such a sys-
tem through several concrete steps:

* Hiring a director of human resources who has a graduate degree
and considerable experience in the human resource field

¢ Offering regularly scheduled orientations that introduce new
staff to the history, mission, and culture of our organization
(supplemented by departmental orientations)

¢ Offering daylong training workshops for all direct service work-
ers in our afterschool programs on a biannual basis (and paying
part-time staff for their participation in these events)

* Centralizing our employee recruitment functions through Inter-
net postings and job banks

* Instituting an agency-wide performance management system

* Offering on-site observation and coaching directed toward pro-
gram improvement

This system is far from perfect and is never complete but the
elements currently in place represent solid cornerstones of delib-
erate agency-wide efforts and investment—which leads to the next
point.

The cost of professional development is legitimate and necessary

In my view, our field has come a long way in recognizing the
necessity and value of investing in professional development. For-
tunately, this recognition on the part of practitioners is increas-
ingly supported by funders. For example, in our own practice in
New York City, the After-School Corporation (TASC; an inter-
mediary organization founded and funded by philanthropist
George Soros) encourages its grantees to include a line item for
professional development in their proposals and annually pub-
lishes a catalogue of professional development trainings that
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TASC sites can purchase in order to strengthen their programs.
(See also issue 94 of New Directions for Youth Development, Gil G.
Noam and Beth M. Miller, eds.)

Effective professional development occurs at multiple levels

It is becoming the rule, rather than the exception, that youth
development organizations offer a variety of professional develop-
ment opportunities geared to the multiple levels of their work—
development of board leadership around policy setting and
fundraising, development of staff leadership around management and
administration, and development of program staff around program
planning, delivery, assessment, and continuous improvement. Many
organizations take account of the fact that their program staft con-
sist of two very important groups: permanent, full-time staff (such as
program directors), and part-time, often seasonal, group leaders who
constitute some or all of their direct service staff. Many have exper-
imented with innovative approaches to developing part-time staff,
including online courses and train-the-trainer courses that are often
combined with content-specific program curricula and other user-
friendly materials.

Effective professional development builds on the emerging
consensus on knowledge and core competencies

Although it is probably true that some in the youth work field con-
tinue to “reinvent the wheel” because of their isolation from the
growing knowledge bases and networks, more and more organiza-
tions are following the emerging consensus on what youth work-
ers need to know and be able to do. Clear statements from such
groups as the National Research Council, Forum for Youth Invest-
ment, Chapin Hall Center for Children, Academy for Educational
Development, National Collaboration for Youth, and Youth Devel-
opment Institute represent both a consensus and a set of guidelines
for busy practitioners. Building on models like 4-H and the
National Youth Worker Education Project, our field is beginning
to embrace models of professional development that link institu-
tions of higher education to youth work practice (see Chapter Six
in this volume).
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The road abead
The road ahead surely holds both bumps and smooth spots, chal-

lenges and opportunities. Key among the challenges are ongoing
issues of high staff turnover (particularly at the direct service level)
and funding uncertainties brought about by budget deficits at the
state and federal levels and fluctuations in the stock market and
broader economy. These macroeconomic issues, of course, affect
youth development organizations in all areas, not just professional
development. In my view, the opportunities outweigh the chal-
lenges, however daunting they may appear at the moment. Con-
sider how far we have come in just fifteen short years. Remember,
for example, that youth development language has found its way
into important federal and state legislation. Recall too that a sub-
stantial portion of the $1 billion in 21st Century Community
Learning Centers funds is designated for training and technical
assistance. And do not forget that the Younger Americans Act, if
passed, will help to build additional professional development infra-
structure in the youth development field.? Finally, the introduc-
tion of the Federal Youth Coordination Act in June 2004 signals
that the importance of professional development will only increase.
This legislation, if eventually signed into law, will seek to bring
greater accountability for outcomes in the youth development field.
Professional development will play a key role in helping federally
funded programs meet these accountability standards.

"To make a reality check, I contacted my graduate school to see if
it had caught up with the times. Had the youth development mes-
sages permeated the walls of academia? The answer was a resound-
ing yes—three of six separate courses on working with adolescents
were now focused on promotion of healthy adolescent develop-
ment. Even a pessimist would have to admit that we have come a
long way and that the landscape ahead is looking fairly sunny.
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