
Routes to Excellence: 
Eight Core Program Strategies 
for Youth



Eight Elements of Effective Practice  
for Youth Programs

In 2007, the United Way of Greater Philadelphia and Southern New Jersey (formerly 
United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania) published the Six Elements of Effective 
Practice. Using research conducted by Branch Associates, United Way developed the 
document as a resource for Out-of-School Time Programs. In 2011, with assistance 
from the National Institute on Out-of-School Time, the Elements of Effective Practice 
were expanded and updated to the Eight Core Program Strategies for Older Youth. 
Among other improvements, the once six strategies have been further separated 
out to better reflect the range of programs offered today. In 2011, the Eight Core 
Program Strategies have been updated once again, to incorporate the National Core 
Academic Standards, to broaden application to programs serving youth of all ages 
across the K-12 spectrum, and to incorporate additional outcomes in alignment 
with United Way’s Education agenda and common outcomes identified by the 
Philadelphia Department of Human Services for use with their network of 200+ 
funded afterschool programs. 

United Way presents the eight strategies not simply as types of programs, but as 
focused strategies that align with a program’s core mission and intent to achieve 
specific academic and positive youth development outcomes. While some programs 
may incorporate components of more than one of the eight strategies, research 
shows that a narrower, focused approach with one primary strategy and possibly 
a secondary one results in greater long term impact on youth participants than a 
program that tries to be all things to all youth. 

This document outlines each of the eight strategies – academic achievement, arts, 
civic engagement and leadership, employability, life skills, mentoring, recreation 
and sports, and skill development – and serves as a guide for implementing them. 
Each strategy includes a list of outcomes that programs can reasonably achieve if 
the identified elements of effective practive are in place. All information is based on 
research cited at the end of the complete document. 



Academic Enrichment

Academic Enrichment programs offer innovative opportunities for learning both during and outside 
of the school day. Whether complementing classroom studies, preparing for college, or introducing 
new areas of engagement, these programs aim to more fully integrate learning into the lives of 
youth, countering the notion that learning is a process that only occurs during school hours through 
traditional classroom methods. Often focusing on experiential or hands-on learning, they strive to 
increase academic achievement and confidence by encouraging creativity, engagement, and the 
growth of the whole person. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE 

Connect with teachers and School Curriculum, aiming to complement what youth are learning with 
learning experiences that enhance and enrich the in-school material.1 Activities should intentionally 
build in opportunities for reading, writing, and mathematical reasoning and problem-solving. 
Programs should review the Common Core Standards to examine how well their activities align and 
to create a closer link between school and out-of-school time.

offer new and varied Ways to learn that differ from the process of learning that youth traditionally 
experience during the school day. Programs should not be simply remedial or an extension of the 
school day, but a true enrichment that offers new possibilities to learn. Encourage youth to reason 
and connect facts and concepts by presenting material in-depth and reinforcing it multiple ways.2 

incorporate Experiential and Project-based learning to encourage youth to think creatively and engage 
with what they are learning. Experiencing concepts in action, such as seeing scientific principles 
visible in nature or using math for an architecture project, helps keep material interesting and 
relevant. Project-based learning encourages them to take the initiative to learn concepts and skills 
for a specific, individually-driven purpose and share their work with others.3 

Aim to Engage Youth, not just impart information. Strive to develop an interest in learning and 
creative reasoning skills, not just specific subject skills. Have a holistic approach that is youth-
centered and focuses on developing the whole person.4 

Set High Expectations and challenge youth to reach them. Youth often report that they disengage 
from school because they are bored with curricula that do not challenge them. Surveys show that 
many students would put more effort into their schoolwork if their teachers asked them to and 
expressed confidence in their ability to succeed.5 

Combine Academics with recreation. Many successful programs maintain youth engagement by 
including both academic enrichment/instruction and time for sports or other fun, physical activity.6 

Continue to integrate new Knowledge about effective curriculum and pedagogy.7

Collaborate with other Educators and community leaders to coordinate and evaluate efforts.8 

find Different Ways to Assess the program’s success, using more than just grades and test scores. 
Assess areas such as teamwork, civic engagement, aesthetic awareness, and analytical thinking to 
evaluate the program’s success.9

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 
150 hours total, youth attend more than 4 hours per week.10



Academic Enrichment 

SAmPlE outComES

Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation over an 
extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes for youth. Research suggests 
that the following outcomes can be associated with participation in an academic enrichment 
program, though not all programs will see these same results or will achieve each outcome.

longer-term outcomes 
After one-three years, youth:
 n Show significant academic progress, including course completion and improved proficiency in 

math and language arts11

 n Show on-time grade promotion and graduation

 n Develop critical thinking, problem solving, and reasoning skills12

 n Show increased self-discipline13 

 n Show improved regulation and management of emotions, resilience, purpose and self-direction, 
and personal accountability

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes.

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:
 n Show increased initiative, persistence, and positive attitudes towards school14 

 n Are more engaged in learning and motivated to learn15 

 n Show increased effort in school and more confidence in their academic abilities16

 n Improve work and study habits, such as planning and time-management, improving homework 
completion17 

 n Take the initiative and responsibility to select, manage, and assess their own learning activities 
with or without the help of others

 n Learn “soft skills” critical for school, employment, and life such as cooperation, listening, and 
problem solving18 

 n Exhibit fewer behavior problems in school19 

 n Improved school attendance and decreased school lateness 

1 The Wallace Foundation [Wallace], 2011, p. 48

2 McLaughlin & Seidel, 2010, p. 9; The Time, Learning, and Afterschool Task Force [The Task Force], 2007, p. 12; Wallace, 2011, p. 47

3 The Task Force, 2007, p. 6; Wall & Green, 2011, pp. 3, 5

4 McLaughlin & Seidel, 2010, p. 8; National Collaboration for Youth, 2011, p. 3; The Task Force, 2007, forward and p. 15; Wallace, 2011, 47 

5 The Task Force, 2007, pp. 4, 11, 15 

6 National Collaboration for Youth, 2011, p. 4; The Task Force, 2007, p. 34

7 The Task Force, 2007, p. 21

8 McLaughlin & Seidel, 2010, p. 8; The Task Force, 2007, p. 21

9 The Task Force, 2007, pp. 5, 20

10 United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania, 2011a

11 The Task Force, 2007, pp. 5, 33

12 The Task Force, 2007, p. 15

13 The Task Force, 2007, p. 5

14 Durlak & Weissberg, 2007, p.7

15 Wallace, 2011, p. 47

16 Mahoney, Lord & Carryl, 2005, p.818

17 Kane, 2004, p.16

18 Wall & Green, 2011, p. 8 

19 The Task Force, 2007, p. 33



Arts (visual, Performing, and media)

Arts programs give youth a constructive outlet to express themselves while they discover and 
develop both their artistic talents and personal potential. Through participation in the musical, 
visual, or performing arts, youth recognize their inner capacity for improvement and success 
through hard work, and gain the confidence to establish and achieve ambitious goals for 
themselves in all areas of life.

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE
Set High Expectations. Consistently setting high expectations helps youth recognize that they are 
capable of more than they may realize, and inspires them to set and live up to higher standards of 
personal achievement.1 

Emphasize Hard Work and Commitment over perfection or raw talent. If the quality of their efforts is 
valued over the quality of what they produce, youth will feel more comfortable taking positive risks 
and challenging their limits of achievement, both personal and artistic.2 

make learning relevant and Personally meaningful by making connections to past experiences or 
beliefs and their community. Promote engagement and reflection by presenting new material in an 
identifiable context, and then encourage them to expand that understanding in light of their new 
artistic experiences and knowledge.3 

offer leadership opportunities that encourage youth to take responsibility, think creatively and 
constructively, and assist others.4 

Provide a Safe and Supportive Environment where each individual feels comfortable expressing 
and exploring his/her own unique, developing self. A safe space not only encourages creativity and 
positive risk-taking, it also shows each young person that he and all those around him deserve to 
be treated with respect.5 

Provide Youth with opportunities to Showcase their Work. Presenting their work to others helps 
foster pride in their achievements, and can encourage them to meet their goals for excellence.6 

Know that “achieving high quality arts education is not simply a matter of adopting a research-
proven set of ‘best practices’ and leaving it at that.”7 The purpose of art is subjective; quality 
programs recognize the different perspectives on arts education and continually evaluate their 
standards of excellence accordingly. 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.8

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation 
over an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes for youth. Research 
suggests that the following outcomes can be associated with participation in an arts program, 
though not all programs will see these same results or achieve all of the outcomes. 



Arts (visual, Performing, and media)

longer-term outcomes 
After one-three years, youth:

 n Show improved grades, class participation, and engagement in learning9

 n Show on-time grade promotion and graduation

 n Are more committed to community service and engagement10 

 n Show greater global and cultural awareness

 n Gain a more positive sense of self11 

 n Display a greater resilience

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes. 

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:

 n Show an increased enjoyment of and interest in the arts12

 n Are more confident in their artistic, academic, and career-related abilities13

 n Improve their ability for self-expression14

 n Improve their creativity and innovation

 n Have increased overall initiative, motivation, and engagement15 

 n Take the initiative and responsibility to select, manage, and assess their own learning activities 
with or without the help of others

 n Become better at giving and receiving constructive feedback16 

 n Show increased confidence in their ability to accomplish their goals17

 n Improved time management and planning skills18 

 n Show increased school attendance and decreased school lateness

1 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007

2 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007

3 Gittleman, 2007; Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland & Palmer, 2009, p. 36 

4 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007; United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania [UWSEPA], 2011a

5 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007, pp. 4-5

6 Gittleman, 2007; Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007; UWSEPA, 2011a

7 Seidel, Tishman, Winner, Hetland & Palmer, 2009, p. 27

8 UWSEPA, 2011a

9 Gittleman, 2007; Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007, p. 28. 

10 City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program, 2011; Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007, pp. 31, 40

11 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007; UWSEPA, 2011b

12 UWSEPA, 2011b

13 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007

14 UWSEPA, 2011b

15 UWSEPA, 2011b

16 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007

17 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007; UWSEPA, 2011b

18 Gutiérrez & Spencer, 2007



Civic Engagement and leadership

Civic Engagement and Leadership programs seek to promote civic awareness and responsibility 
by involving youth meaningfully in the community and/or in democratic systems. These programs 
draw on the belief that youth want to improve their communities, but do not feel they have the 
opportunity or the resources. Through service learning, community leadership, and involvement 
in the democratic system, youth become agents of positive social change, positioned to lend their 
voice to important debates and empowered to take initiative to challenge societal ills and better 
their communities. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE
Connect Civic involvement to School Curriculum. This association increases the relevance of both 
academics and service to the community, encouraging youth to learn from what they are doing and 
to apply what they have learned towards a meaningful cause.1 

Create Partnerships between Youth and Community leaders. Having youth work with those who 
are already active in the community allows them to learn more about the areas and processes of 
interest and have a more meaningful impact. Working with others towards common goals also 
helps build cooperation and negotiation skills.2 

Create opportunities for meaningful Service. Youth should rightfully feel that their ideas and 
actions make a difference, so that they are inspired to work hard and can be proud of their 
accomplishments.3

let Youth make Decisions on projects, goals, and plans of action. Encouraging youth leadership 
helps build important soft skills and gets them engaged and interested.4 

Allow for reflection on activities and their impact on the youth involved and the greater community. 
Holding group discussions or including reflective journal writing reinforces the significance of what 
youth have learned and done.5 

Expose Youth to Diverse People and ideas to encourage them to expand their conceptions of the 
world.6

monitor Progress in order to assess effectiveness of the program and reconsider its aims and 
approaches if necessary.7 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.8 

SAmPlE outComES
Research suggests that the following youth outcomes can be associated with participation in a civic 
engagement and leadership program. Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, 
and sustain youth participation over an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive 
outcomes for youth. Research suggests that the following outcomes can be associated with 
participation in a civic engagement and leadership program, though not all programs will see these 
same results or achieve all outcomes.



Civic Engagement and leadership

longer-term outcomes  
After one-three years, youth:

 n Show an increased involvement in the community9

 n Become more involved in the democratic process10

 n Are less likely to become pregnant as teenagers11

 n Are more accepting of diverse people and ideas12

 n Show increased academic achievement and engagement in learning 13

 n Have better relationships with their teachers14

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes. 

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes  
Within one year, youth: 

 n Have an increased awareness of community resources15

 n Demonstrate improved resourcefulness

 n Are exposed to issues affecting their immediate communities and society as a whole16

 n Show an increased global and cultural awareness

 n Connect with community and government leaders17

 n Show increased leadership potential and skills18

 n Show increased purpose and self-direction

 n Have increased confidence in their ability to make positive changes for themselves and others 19

 n Demonstrate a greater sense of personal accountability

1 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, pp. 15-17

2 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, pp. 15-17, United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania [UWSEPA], 2011a

3 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 15-17, UWSEPA, 2011a

4 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 15-17, UWSEPA, 2011a

5 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 15-17

6 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 15-17

7 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 15-17

8 UWSEPA, 2011a

9 UWSEPA, 2011b

10 UWSEPA, 2011b

11 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 14

12 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 14

13 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 14

14 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 14

15 UWSEPA, 2011b 

16 Young Involved Philadelphia [YIP], 2010

17 YIP, 2010

18 Nelson & Sneller, 2011, p. 14; UWSEPA, 2011b

19 Pittman, 2000



Employability

Employability programs prepare youth for jobs and careers in the future. These programs mainly 
focus on the “soft skills” critical for the workplace, such as personal responsibility, cooperation, 
communication skills, work ethic, and workplace etiquette. They can offer practical experience 
through apprenticeships or engage youth in other activities designed to increase awareness and 
knowledge of career opportunities and job skills. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE 
teach Skills So that they Build on Each other, giving youth the opportunity not only to establish 
foundational skills but to deepen and develop them over time. Use multi-method strategies to 
teach them to build and apply skills and to keep them engaged.1 

Discuss How What they Are learning relates to Getting a Job as an adult. Concrete goals help 
motivate and engage youth, and youth are more likely to have positive expectations of their future.2

Provide Challenging, meaningful tasks that make youth feel competent and needed. Work should 
be within the “zone of proximal development,” achievable if youth work hard and continue to 
improve their skills.3

Expect and value Hard Work and reward task completion and skill development.4

Be Explicit about what they are learning. Help youth identify the transferable, marketable skills that 
they have learned, so that they can communicate their abilities to future employers and apply their 
skills to all areas of life.5

incorporate a final, Comprehensive Project that requires youth to consider and reflect on all that 
they have learned. Give youth opportunities to share and teach what they have learned.6

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.7 

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation 
over an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes for youth. Research 
suggests that the following outcomes can be associated with participation in an employability 
program, though not all programs will see these same results or achieve all of the outcomes. 

longer-term outcomes 
After one-three years, youth: 

 n Gain employment8

 n Are less likely to engage in dangerous behavior9

 n Demonstrate increased ability to regulate and manage emotions 10

 n Report an increased engagement in learning11

 n Show academic progress, including course completion and improved proficiency in math and 
language arts



Employability

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes.

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes  
Within one year, youth:

 n Explore goals for the future (i.e., post-secondary education, employment, etc.), identifying 
specific jobs or careers of interest12 

 n Build skills necessary to gain employment13

 n Show improved school attendance and decreased school lateness

 n Show improved work and study habits, such as planning and time-management, improving 
homework completion

1 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 70

2 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 61

3 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 16

4 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011

5 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, pp. 49, 71

6 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 16; WorkReady Philadelphia, 2010

7 United Way of Southeastern PA, [UWSEPA], 2011a

8 UWSEPA, 2011b

9 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 63

10 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 63

11 Hirsch, Hedges, Stawicki & Mekinda, 2011, p. 63; WorkReady Philadelphia, 2010

12 UWSEPA, 2011b

13 UWSEPA, 2011b



life Skills

Life Skills programs help youth identify and develop the skills they need to succeed in the present 
and future. Programs can focus generally on building character and values necessary for productive 
relationships, such as responsibility, cooperation, and self-esteem, or specifically on practical 
subjects such as finance, nutrition, drugs, or college life and admissions. Through such programs, 
youth gain knowledge and experience to become informed, confident, and healthy adults. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE 
identify the Skills that you plan to develop based on solid rationale that they will lead to success. 
There is no one set of behaviors that ensure a healthy life, so programs should determine for 
themselves the specific skills and values they plan to impart to youth.1

Present information in a logical sequence. Introduce topics and information so that they build on 
each other, creating an achievable path to success. Break complex or abstract goals into concrete 
steps.2 

make it relevant. Present developmentally appropriate skills, and make them relatable and 
personal. Show youth how techniques can improve life day-to-day and long term, and encourage 
them to reflect on their own behavior.3 

Provide opportunities to Practice Skills, so that youth can learn and master them through 
experience. Use multiple strategies to engage youth and reinforce new skills.4 

Encourage Youth to Define their own values and live according to them.5 

identify observable and measurable indicators of Change and continually evaluate the programs 
success, reconsidering program goals and strategies as necessary.6 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.7 

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation 
over an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes for youth. Research 
suggests that the following outcomes can be associated with participation in a life skills program, 
though not all programs will see these same results or achieve all of the outcomes.  

longer-term outcomes 
Within one-three years, youth:

 n Are more likely to live healthy lifestyles, avoiding risky behavior and substances and caring for 
their physical and emotional selves8

 n Are prepared for independent living9



life Skills

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes.

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:

 n Demonstrate resourcefulness by accessing community resources10

 n Show improved problem-solving, critical thinking, and decision making skills11 

 n Improve communication and interpersonal skills12 

 n Show increased leadership skills13 

 n Show increased understanding of self14 

 n Demonstrate resilience and personal accountability

 n Show improved work and study habits, such as planning and time-management, improving 
homework completion

 n Demonstrate purpose and self-direction

 n Are better able to regulate and manage their emotions

 n Explore goals for the future (i.e., post-secondary education, employment, etc.)

1 Covey, 1998; United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania [UWSEPA], 2011a

2 Covey, 1998

3 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992; Covey, 1998

4 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992; UWSEPA, 2011a

5 Covey, 1998; UWSEPA, 2011a

6 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992; UWSEPA, 2011a

7 UWSEPA, 2011a

8 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992; UWSEPA, 2011b

9 UWSEPA, 2011b

10 UWSEPA, 2011b

11 Benson, Galbraith & Espeland, 1998; UWSEPA, 2011b

12 Benson, Galbraith & Espeland, 1998; Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992 

13 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992

14 Boyd, Herring & Briers, 1992 



mentoring

In formal mentoring programs, mentors and mentees are matched together for at least a year in 
order to promote personal growth. Relationships should be supportive and affirming, with mentors 
encouraging youth to explore and pursue their goals and establish positive relationships with 
others in the future. Activities can focus on promoting specific academic, career, or life skills, or can 
be varied and recreational. Mentoring can occur one-on-one or in small groups of five or fewer, with 
an adult or peer mentor. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE
recruit mentors and mentees by realistically describing the level of commitment needed and the 
goals of the program. Being upfront about requirements and expectations helps ensure that only 
quality, dedicated mentors participate.1 

Screen mentors and mentees to evaluate commitment and character and to protect the safety of all 
participants. Conduct criminal, child abuse, and FBI background checks and in-person interviews, 
and confirm that mentors are willing to spend the necessary time and emotional energy on their 
selected mentee.2 

train mentors and mentees through structured, organized orientations. Inform all parties of 
their appropriate roles and obligations, and teach mentors about youth development, cultural 
sensitivity, and the youth population they will be mentoring.3 

match mentors and mentees based on personal characteristics and expressed preferences of 
mentors and mentees in order to increase the chances of a positive, enduring relationship. Arrange 
and attend an initial meeting in order to gauge compatibility.4

Emphasize Caring, respectful, Cooperative relationships. Mentors should be authentic and 
empathetic, seeking to earn the trust of their mentee. Relationships should be cooperative rather 
than prescriptive, where the mentor is a companion rather than an authority figure.5

monitor and Support mentors and mentees throughout the program. Provide guidelines for when 
to meet and what they can do, have them periodically assess the relationship, and provide external 
resources and opportunities for further mentor training.6 

facilitate effective closure of the match so that participants have a chance to reflect on the positive 
outcomes of their experience. Conduct exit interviews with each, and provide opportunities for 
continued participation with the program, either with the same or different mentoring matches. 
Programs should also have a system in place in the event of premature closure, in order to 
minimize feelings of betrayal or loss.7 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration At least one year (academic or calendar) is the minimum 
threshold for an effective match. Mentors and mentees should meet on average once per week for 
at least an hour, with many meetings lasting for more than an hour.8 



mentoring

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation over 
an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes. Research suggests that 
the following outcomes can be associated with participation in a mentoring program, though not all 
programs will see these same results or achieve all outcomes.

longer-term outcomes 
After one-three years, youth:

 n mprove relationships with adults9 

 n Show increased engagement in learning and more confidence in their academic abilities10

 n Show improved purpose and self-direction

 n Improve peer relations11 

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes. 

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:

 n Improve relationships with their mentors12 

 n Demonstrate taking the initiative and responsibility to select, manage, and assess their own 
learning activities with or without the help of others 

 n Increase their school attendance and decrease incidents of school lateness13

 n Improve behavior in school14 

1 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 4-5; UWSEPA, 2011a

2 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 6-7; UWSEPA, 2011a

3 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 9-11; UWSEPA, 2011a

4 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 12-13; UWSEPA, 2011a

5 MENTOR, 2009, p. 11

6 MENTOR, 2009, 14-15; UWSEPA, 2011a

7 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 16-17

8 MENTOR, 2009, pp. 7, 10; UWSEPA, 2011a

9 United Way of Southeastern PA [UWSEPA], 2011b

10 UWSEPA, 2011b; Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010, p. 13

11 Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010, p. 6

12 UWSEPA, 2011b

13 Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010, p. 13

14 Wheeler, Keller & DuBois, 2010, p. 6



recreation and Sports

Recreation and Sports programs involve youth in structured physical activities intended to promote 
healthy habits and pro-social behavior. Through organized sports and other leisure activities, 
youth gain confidence in their ability to build tangible skills, learn to use their energy and time 
constructively, and experience a positive sense of belonging. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE
intentionally Guide Youth Development using a logic model to work towards predetermined 
outcomes. Structured, goal-oriented programs that aim to build resilience, strengths, and thriving 
behaviors are more likely to have a lasting positive influence on youth.1 

Create an Environment Defined by Positive Social norms. Create a culture where cooperation, 
dedication, respect, self-disciple, and academic success are promoted and reinforced. Programs 
should also actively work to counteract negative messages otherwise associated with sports, such 
as gender stereotypes and obsessive competition.2 

Provide Positive, Adult-mediated Experiences. A positive and active adult influence helps maintain 
structure and prevent anti-social norms from developing among participants. Adults should be 
skilled in working with youth and model respect, cooperation, and trust.3 

Provide opportunities for Progressive Skill Development. Teaching youth to meet challenges 
through hard work improves self-efficacy and motivates them to continue to work towards goals. 
Youth also cite the chance to build tangible skills as one of the primary motivators to remain in a 
program.4 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.5

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation 
over an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes for youth. Research 
suggests that the following outcomes can be associated with participation in a recreation and 
sports program, though not all programs will see these same results or achieve all outcomes. 

longer-term outcomes 
Within one-three years, youth:

 n Increase physical activity and overall health6 

 n Show increased civic responsibility and participation7

 n Show greater global and cultural awareness

 n Develop their own identities and become more autonomous8

 n Demonstrate greater resourcefulness and resilience

 n Are less likely to use drugs or engage in violence9

 n Are more successful academically, less likely to drop-out, more likely to be 
promoted to the next grade on-time, and are more likely to graduate from 
high school10



recreation and Sports

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes.

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:

 n Identify and maintain involvement in sports/recreational activities of personal interest11

 n Improve athletic skill and/or fitness level12 

 n Identify personal fitness and athletic goals13

 n Show improved conflict resolution, teamwork, and social skills14

 n Are better able to regulate and manage their emotions

 n Demonstrate greater creativity and innovation15 

 n Show improved purpose, self-direction and persistence16

1 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, pp. 17, 19, 21

2 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, p. 23

3 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, pp. 17, 25

4 United Way of Southeastern Pennsylvania [UWSEPA], 2011a; Witt & Caldwell, 2010, pp.18, 24 

5 UWSEPA, 2011a

6 UWSEPA, 2011b; Will & Caldwell, 2010, p. 18 

7 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, p. 36

8 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, p. 18

9 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, pp. 17, 18, 27, 28

10 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, p. 18

11 UWSEPA, 2011b

12 UWSEPA, 2011b

13 UWSEPA, 2011b

14 UWSEPA, 2011b; Will & Caldwell, 2010, p. 18

15 Witt & Caldwell, 2010, p. 31

16 UWSEPA, 2011b



Skill Development

Skill Development programs are designed to help older youth learn the hard skills and technical 
expertise necessary for jobs and careers. Through workshops, apprenticeships, and internships, 
youth gain the preparation and experience to help them become successful, working adults in 
particular vocations of their choice. 

ElEmEntS of EffECtivE PrACtiCE 
focus on Building Specific Hard Skills to prepare youth to take jobs in particular fields.1

Provide one-on-one Counsel to give youth an opportunity to reflect on their goals and receive 
feedback, suggestions, and advice.2 

Help Youth Devise Concrete, Coherent Plans to reach their goals. Show them that it is possible to 
achieve their goals and how they can begin to do so.3 

Create opportunities for Youth leadership so that youth can practice cooperating with others and 
taking responsibility for themselves and their futures.4 

Provide Hands-on Experience through internships and other opportunities. Give youth ample 
opportunity to learn and develop particular skills.5 

use multi-method Strategies to teach and reinforce skills to keep youth engaged and appeal to 
different learning styles.6 

maintain optimal frequency and Duration. Within a 9-12 month period: more than 150 hours total 
with youth attending more than 4 hours per week.7 

SAmPlE outComES
Programs that are highly focused, utilize effective practices, and sustain youth participation over 
an extended period of time are more likely to achieve positive outcomes. Research suggests that 
the following youth outcomes can be associated with participation in skill development programs, 
though not all programs will see these same results or achieve the same outcomes. 

longer-term outcomes  
After one-three years, youth: 

 n Develop a marketable skill in areas of career interest8

Programs may be able to measure their progress towards these long-term goals by focusing on 
their success at achieving intermediate and shorter-term outcomes.

intermediate and Shorter-term outcomes 
Within one year, youth:

 n Increase their skills with technology9

 n Explore goals for the future (i.e., post-secondary education, employment, etc.)

 n Identify aptitudes and specific career goals10

 n Develop networking opportunities within a chosen field11



Skill Development
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