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New research paints a sharper picture of who
they are, what they do and what they want.

By Patrick Boyle

You start working with kids as a
single 20-something, full of passion
for making a difference. By your
mid-30s, many of you go looking for
careers that will pay the mortgage.

Those of you who stay in the
youth field tend to change jobs a lot,
because it’s the best way to move
up.

As many as half of you work part-
time, and a lot prefer it that way.

Two-thirds of you have a college
degree.

Too many of you work without
health insurance.

You lament that youth work is not
adequately respected as a profes-
sion.

You are the American youth work-
er. And now, a century after paid
youth work gained a foothold here,
researchers are getting a more com-
plete picture of who you are: your
motives, your working conditions,
your wishes and your frustrations.

Youth workers have always been
hard to define, just like youth work
itself. Over the past several years,
however, a series of studies has pro-
duced unprecedented information
about the work force — information
that should help employers keep
good workers, and help advocates
improve the field.

“It’s a big mish-mash of people
playing in this field,” says Ellen
Gannett, director of the National In-
stitute on Out-of-School Time. “To
get a handle on who they are is a lit-
tle bit challenging. I think we’re get-
ting closer.”

The biggest recent step involves
two studies based on surveys of

more than 5,000 youth work-
ers and released late last year.
Conducted by the Next Gen-
eration Youth Work Coalition
and the National Afterschool
Association, with funding
from Cornerstones for Kids,
the studies “offer the clear-
est picture to date of what
the youth work profession
looks like,” the Next Gener-
ation report says.

The studies do not claim
to be nationally representa-
tive samples. The Next Gen-
eration study is based on re-
sponses from 1,053 youth
workers and 195 program
directors in eight commu-
nities. The NAA survey in-
volves 4,346 workers, cover-
ing every state. Each study
included focus group discus-
sions.

Here are some of the findings,
with comments from youth workers
gathered by phone and e-mail.

Age

No surprise: The field is dominat-
ed by young adults. Half of those
surveyed for Next Generation were
under 30, and one-third were under
25. Thirteen percent were under 22.
The NAA survey found that about
one-third of the workers were un-
der 30.

That youthfulness is particularly
striking when compared with teach-
ers, 4 percent of whom are under 25,
according to Next Generation. The
report notes that “the youthfulness

Continued on Page 8

“Are Justice Funds Up For

Bush plan to overhaul OJJDP grants draws ire.

By John Kelly

The reality of tight budgets in
a time of war has rendered youth
advocates fairly quiet on budget
battles in recent years, but last
month President Bush gave the ju-
venile justice field something to
get worked up about.

To some, it looks as if he’s vir-
tually eviscerating the federal
role in overseeing juvenile justice
funding. The administration says
it’s giving the states more discre-
tion to use federal funds in the best
way possible.

More budget coverage, pp. 20-21.

The controversy surrounds the
Office of Juvenile Justice and De-
linquency Prevention (OJJDP). On
the one hand, the president’s 2008
budget request for OJJDP is 37 per-
cent higher than it was for 2007 —
although the $280 million he seeks
is well below the amounts Con-
gress approved for 2006 and 2007
($342.7 million).

But it is Bush’s proposed new
structure for OJJDP funding that

Continued on Page 20



YOUTH WORKERS

Studies Develop Picture of the Work Force

Continued from Page 1

of the work force more closely re-
sembles occupations like waiting ta-
bles ... than it does other social ser-
vices professions.”

Dion Maltbia, 30, has been in and
out of youth work since his teens
and is now director of teen services
for the Thornberry Unit at the Boys
& Girls Clubs of Greater Kansas
City. Although he likes youth work,
he says, “There’s no way you could
live off the salaries, unless I moved
up the ladder or started trying to be-
come a president or CEO of a whole
organization.” His objective, he says,
is to continue working directly with
young people, probably through his
own business.

In San Francisco, Vicky Valentine
says 64 percent of the staff at her
agency, Health Initiatives for Youth,
are under 30. In fact, the health edu-
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cator writes, “I'm creeping close to
30 myself and feel that I'd like to step
down from youth education soon to
make room for a young person. ... I
honestly feel that even with the best
training and intentions, that adults
cannot educate youth as well as
trained members of their own peer
group can.”

In the same city, 32-year-old Mer-
edith Laban plans to stick around -
she’s director of Summerbridge San
Francisco, an academic enrichment
program - but she sees why so many
people leave the field by the time
they’re her age. “If you have been
doing youth work since you were 22
and hit 30, you might be burned out,
need more money, or move into more
senior roles and no longer work di-
rectly with youth,” she writes.

Next Generation found that an-
other wave of workers seems to en-
ter in their 40s and 50s. It seems like-
ly that they tired of their first ca-
reers or rejoined the work force af-
ter raising children.

Education and
Experience

In both surveys, most of the work-
ers had college degrees. For exam-
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ple, the NAA found that 67 percent
had at least a two-year degree, and
55.2 percent had a bachelor’s degree
or higher.

However, the NAA found that the
degrees were often only marginal-
ly related to after-school work, such
as early childhood education, recre-
ation and counseling, or were in gen-
eral disciplines, such as business ad-
ministration and sociology. One rea-
son, the study notes: “There are few
degree programs with content spe-
cific to the afterschool field.”

Such educational backgrounds
are typical of youth workers in gen-
eral. Laban majored in Peace Stud-
ies. At the New England Network
for Child, Youth & Family Services,
training director Cindy Carraway-
Wilson says she majored in psychol-
ogy, “with my master’s focusing on
existential psychology.”

But

“while I did
not plan to
be a ‘youth
worker;” ”
she writes,

“ITknew I

wanted to

work with
young peo-
ple in some

capacity.

ers entered
youth work
as a way
to pursue other objectives, such
as broader community change. Mi-
chael Chavez, a youth care coordina-
tor with Hogares, a residential treat-
ment center in Albuquerque, N.M.,
majored in community planning
and plans to pursue as master’s de-
gree in architecture. “I've never tak-
en an actual class in specific youth
work,” he says.

Next Generation did find that two-
thirds of the respondents had specif-
ic “credentials or certificates related
to their work,” such as a youth work
or teaching certificate.

The findings reflect the reali-
ty that employers, by and large,
hire people with educational back-
grounds that seem somewhat rele-
vant, then train them in youth work.
At the Wayne Finger Lakes BOCES,
a job training program in Waterloo,
N.Y,, youth development services co-
ordinator Rebecca Ahouse writes,
“Adults with professionalized posi-
tive youth development credentials
are the proverbial needle in the hay-
stack.”

As for previous work experience,
Next Generation found that 42 per-
cent of those surveyed had worked
in education, while 40 percent had
been in child care and 24 percent in

&

social services. The staff at Alterna-
tives, a youth development nonprof-
it in Hampton, Va., reflects those di-
verse experiences. Executive Direc-
tor Kathryn W. Johnson writes that
her staff’s backgrounds include ed-
ucation, ministry, social work, com-
munity organizing and volunteer-
ism.

Why Are They Here?

We know youth workers aren’t
in it for the money. “Putting Youth
Work on the Map” found plenty of
support for a long-held belief about
youth worker motivation: “People
who do youth work want to make a
difference, and feeling like they are
doing so is a critical factor in influ-
encing whether they remain in the
field.”

After-school workers cited work-
ing with children as their prima-
ry motivation, but when the NAA
asked after-school workers what
would make them stay in the field,
71 percent indicated “an opportuni-
ty to make a difference.”

That’s the case for Courtney Klein,
executive director of Youth Re-Ac-
tion Corps, in Tempe, Ariz.. She
plans to stay in nonprofit communi-
ty work, although maybe not always
in youth work, because “it’s a mix
of both wanting to belong to a great
cause and at the same time have the
freedom to work in a new way. To not
step into a position eight to five, and
do the conventional thing.”

Chavez, however, again shows
another way that people enter the
field. The youth care coordinator
with Hogares says he got his first
job, working with youth with autism
and physical disabilities, when “I
just saw an ad in the paper. My mom
said, “You're 16, you can start work-
ing now.””

Where Do They Work?

Next Generation found that its
survey respondents were employed
primarily in three organization-
al settings: independent communi-
ty-based organizations (30 percent),
local affiliates of national organiza-
tions (29 percent) and school-based
programs (24 percent).

said they work only part-time in the
youth field, and many of them are
happy about it. For NAA, about 40
percent said they work part-time.

Next Generation notes that “the
average percentage of part-time em-
ployment across industries is 20 per-
cent.” It says part-timers make up
about 25 percent of child care work-
ers and 40 percent of food services
employees.

For years, youth work observers
considered the large part-time work
force to be one of the field’s prob-
lems. “Everybody used to say the
reason we have so much turnover
is because we have so many part-
time workers,” says Gannett of the
National Institute on Out-of-School
Time. “I’ve been guilty, too. .... If we
could only make these jobs full-time,
people would stick around.”

Next Generation found that part-
timers reported “extremely high lev-
els of job satisfaction,” equal to that
of full-time workers. While 60 per-
cent are interested in full-time work,
it’s surprising that so many are not.

Onereason they like the part-time
work is flexibility in their hours.
Also, many work at other jobs that
pay more, or have other interests
they want to pursue. Fifty-three per-
cent of the part-timers held second
jobs, the report says.

For instance, Maltbia of the Boys
& Girls Clubs in Kansas City took
some time off from the field a few
years ago to pursue interests in mu-
sic, writing and financial manage-
ment, then returned part-time for
a while so he could continue those
pursuits.

For many after-school programs,
of course, part-time positions are in-
herent; most of the programs don’t
run all day. The NAA found this to
be more of a challenge. Compared
with full-timers, the report says,
the part-timers are less educated
and don’t get employment benefits.
“These workers are most likely to
have frequent turnover, and while
they enjoy working with children
and youth, they think of afterschool
as a great job, not a profession,” the
report notes.

Next Generation suggests embrac-
ing this work force reality as a benefit,
with agencies focusing more on how
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Youth Workers: Youth work professionals or youth workers are individuals who work with or on
behalf of youth to facilitate their personal, social and educational development and enable them

to gain a voice, influence and place in society as they make the transition from dependence to
independence. - Next Generation Youth Work Coalition

to recruit, train and keep part-timers.

For example, Next Generation
found that 80 percent of full-time
workers had access to health insur-
ance, compared with only 5 percent
of part-time workers. Some agen-
cies, such as Alternatives, offer em-
ployment benefits to part-timers
on a pro-rated basis. It helps to re-
tain staff, even as they reach their
30s and 40s, says Executive Director
Johnson.

“The majority of our work is con-
ducted in the afternoon hours at
multiple sites,” she writes. “Main-
taining a staff that includes part-
time workers is critical.”

Pay and Benefits

Despite their motivation to help
kids, workers contacted for Next
Generation cited pay as the top fac-
tor in their decision to stay in or
leave the field.

The survey found a median sala-
ry range of $25,000 to $25,999, and a
median hourly wage range of $9 to
$10.99.

(The 2005 youth ministry salary
survey by Group Magazine report-
ed an average ‘“salary package” of
$39,049.)

The NAA found that 21.8 percent
of respondents do not receive any
employee benefits.

The low pay and thin benefits con-
tribute to turnover in the field. In a
summary of the Next Generation
and NAA surveys, Next Generation
says the findings “suggest that many
consider youth work viable until de-
velopmental milestones, like rais-
ing a family and owning a home, be-
come priorities. When those in the
NAA study who plan to leave the
field were asked why, two of the top
reasons were to seek better wages
and benefits elsewhere.”

Consider Michael Heathfield, a
veteran youth worker from the Unit-
ed Kingdom who for years has been

director of certification programs
and training services at the Chica-
go Area Project. He recently left to
teach full-time at Harold Washing-
ton College and to coordinate social
work activities.

“I hit 50 and I thought, ‘I need a
better pension than my community
organization is ever going to man-
age,” ” he says.

From Job to Job

So youth workers quit a lot.

Among the Next Generation re-
spondents, 36 percent had been at
their current organizations for a
year or less; 22 percent had stuck
around for at least five years.

“Data from program directors
point to an annual turnover rate of
roughly 30 percent,” Next Genera-
tion says. It says the turnover rate
among teachers is about 15 percent.

Leaving their jobs doesn’t always
mean leaving youth work, however.
More than half of the workers in the
Next Generation survey said they’d
been in the field five or more years,
“suggesting the work force is at least
somewhat experienced.”

But those who stay in the field find
that they must move around among
employers to move up. Fewer than
half of those surveyed for Next Gen-
eration said there are “clear oppor-
tunities for promotion” within their
organizations. “This finding, com-
bined with the length of service pat-
tern, suggests that workers may be
forced to create their own career lad-
ders, moving around within the field
in order to increase earnings or take
on new roles,” the report says.

Laura LaCroix-Dalluhn sees the
pattern as executive director of
Youth Community Connections, a
partnership organization based in
Minneapolis. “We see youth workers
moving to organizations with great-
er capacities and larger budgets as a
means of moving up the career lad-
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der,” she says.

“If you want to keep working
directly with youth your best shot
is always one of the really large
organizations,” such as a YMCA,
says Delroy Calhoun, director of
the Loring Nichollet-Bethlehem
Community Center in Minneap-
olis. “They have a longer career
ladder right there within the orga-
nization.”

At small organizations like his,
he says, “There’s no place for them
to go.”

Training
Continuing education and

training are considered major

benefits by many youth workers, but
the opportunities and rewards vary
widely.

Next Generation found that al-
most eight in 10 youth workers had
attended training in the previous
six months, while just 5 percent said
they’ve never attended training.

This wasn’t as true in after-school
programs specifically. NAA report-
ed that “many workers seem to lack
training opportunities once em-
ployed in afterschool, and this prob-
lem contributes to staff turn-

agree most passionately is the need
to boost the status of the field.

“Youth work is still considered
to be ‘glorified babysitting’ to many
outside of the profession, writes
Carraway-Wilson of the New Eng-
land Network for Child, Youth &
Family Services.

“Thefield is invisible,” writes John-
son at Alternatives. “I participate on
our region’s work force development
committee. Routinely, there are dis-
cussions regarding the need for sys-
tems change in order to better meet
the needs of young people. However,
the only groups that are mentioned are
business,governmentandschools. The
youth-serving sector is nonexistent
in the conversation.”

To Heathfield, the former Unit-

over.”

While the agencies usually
pay the training fees, the percent-
age is not enormous - 62 percent
do so, according to Next Genera-
tion — and only one-fifth of those
surveyed said their organization
“formally recognizes or rewards
participation” in training.

In other words, training isn’t
usually tied into raises, bonuses
or promotions.

Typifying the approach is
the Loring Nichollet-Bethlehem
Community Center, which direc-

Type of Organization
Faith-Based
Independent Community, 5%
Community,

30% School, 24%

Other Public

National Agency, 12%

Affiliate, 29%

tor Calhoun says provides full-
timers in youth employment and
tutoring with about $1,500 a year
for continuing education. But that
education doesn’t bring more pay.
“We’re hoping that with more train-
ing, they’ll be better at the job they
have here,” Calhoun says.

Cash-strapped agencies that pay
for training don’t feel they can also
afford to raise salaries for people
who attend the training. It’s under-
standable, not only because of the
extra money, but because it’s difficult
to demonstrate that a worker who
comes back from training is immedi-
ately a more financially valuable em-
ployee. The benefits of continuing
education are usually subtle.

Thus, getting employers to link
training to pay “has always been a
little bit of a barrier,” Gannett says.
“The employers haven’t fully bought
into it.”

That, however, impedes efforts to
get workers to attend training, says
Mark Levine, director of the Center
for After-School Excellence at The
After School Corp., in New York.
“You’re asking people who may
have multiple jobs, single parents, to
give up their Saturdays for a year or
two,” he says. Then “they’re making
the same salary with the same title
and the same duties, with no clear
reward.”

Going Legit

Perhaps the subject on which
youth workers and administrators

ed Kingdom youth worker, youth
work has the same reputation in the
United States that it did in the Unit-
ed Kingdom 20 years ago. “Nobody
had any idea of what a youth worker
was,” he says. In the United States to-
day, “There isn’t a public conscious-
ness about what the youth workers
are and what they do.”

Youth Today Editor Patrick Boyle
can be reached at pboyle@youthto-
day.org.

All Charts for this article are from
Next Generation Youth Coalition.

Resources

Growing the Next Genera-
tion of Youth Work Profes-
sionals: Workforce Opportu-
nities and Challenges
Forum for Youth Investment,
for the Next Generation Youth
Work Coalition

Understanding the After-
school Workforce: Opportu-
nities and Challenges for An
Emerging Profession

National Afterschool Associa-
tion

Both are at www.corner-
stones4kids.org, under “Re-
ports,” then “Youth Develop-
ment.” (713) 627-2322
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