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“It can’t be a community
foundation unless youth

are involved because
youth are part of the

community. We’re a big
part and we’re the future.”

YAC member



Executive Summary

What if we invited young people to sit
at the table and participate as deci-
sion-makers in the organizations that
support the social fabric of our democ-
racy? What if adults partnered with
youth at a time in their lives when they
are exploring their place in the world?
What if we not only listened to their
ideas on how to improve the lives of
other young people in their communi-
ties, but actually gave them resources
and support, empowering them to
implement their ideas and to serve as
leaders?    

This evaluation research report tells
the story of what youth and adults
from the Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative (GWYPI) of The
Community Foundation for the
National Capital Region (CFNCR) have
learned over the past four years about
engaging youth as grantmakers and
community leaders. It tells stories like
that of the relationship between a
group of youth grantmakers, the DC
Youth Advisory Council and youth from
Facilitating Leadership in Youth (FLY), a
nonprofit working East of the
Anacostia River in Washington, DC,
one of the  neighborhoods most affect-
ed by poverty and violence in the
greater Washington region.  Over the
past 4 years, youth from FLY have
received three grants from the DC
Youth Advisory Council for: develop-
ment of their own youth council; career
training; leadership training on how to
effectively engage youth in school sys-
tem reform; and for a youth-led
publication on violence and police bru-
tality. Youth grantees from FLY
investigated the issue of violence in
their neighborhood by interviewing
community leaders, police, and gun
store owners, among others.  Young
people ages 12 to 16 wrote about

their own experiences and the results
of their investigation in a publication
titled “Guns Killin Youngins” that was
featured in The Washington Post. See
Full Article on p.18.

Stories like this one show the power of
young people to identify critical issues,
mobilize resources and affect change.
They offer hope and propel us to take
action.  Young people from all over the
greater Washington region are working
to improve conditions for their peers
and increase the numbers of young
people actively engaged in civic and
community life through youth-to-youth
grantmaking. They are serving as 
stewards of grant dollars and as 
community leaders.  Benefits from
investments in these young people,
and their commitment to serving as
leaders in our Nation’s Capital have
the potential to shape their futures as
well as ours. 

We hope that our story and experi-
ences inspire you to think strategically
about how your organization can
engage young people as leaders and
decision-makers on issues that direct-
ly affect their lives.  This document is
intended to link you to information,
ideas and other resources to empower
you to journey along this path and
experience the impact of investing in
youth to create positive community
change.

The Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative (GWYPI) was
established in fall 2001 through a
$300,000 multi-year grant to The
Community Foundation for the
National Capital Region (CFNCR) from
the Time Warner Foundation as well as
generous contributions from founda-
tions and donors in the greater
Washington area.  As a regional pro-
gram, GWYPI established partnerships
with CFNCR’s regional affiliates in
Maryland — the Montgomery County
Community Foundation (MCCF) and

the Prince George’s Community
Foundation (PGCF).  A similar relation-
ship with CFNCR’s new affiliate in
Alexandria, Virginia, the Alexandria
Community Trust, is currently being
explored.

Four Youth Advisory Councils (YACs)
were established during the Initiative’s
first three years.  They are in
Washington, DC (DC Urban Up-Lifters),
Montgomery County (Teens Giving
Grants to Teens), Prince Georges
County Maryland, (Prince George’s
Home Of Philanthropy), and Northern
Virginia (Future Leaders of Society).   

Between 2002 and 2005, the four
YACs have recommended grants total-
ing $279,500 to youth-led projects
and have worked to encourage other
foundations and nonprofit organiza-
tions to engage youth in meaningful
ways.  Youth Advisory Council mem-
bers are a diverse group of young
people including African American,
Asian American, Caucasian, Latino,
and immigrant youth.  Ranging in 
age from 12 to 19, many live 
in socio-economically disadvantaged
neighborhoods. Youth Advisory Council
members serve as grantmakers and
community leaders.  As one YAC mem-
ber commented, “We are helping
ourselves while helping the community.”

YACs primarily fund youth develop-
ment, youth leadership, youth civic
engagement and youth organizing
activities.  Grants focus on serious
issues including teen health, violence
prevention (particularly gang violence
prevention), domestic abuse preven-
tion, youth empowerment through the
arts, substance abuse prevention,
academic achievement and job train-
ing/employment. All grant projects
are youth-initiated and youth-led.

This executive summary presents
highlights from a comprehensive
report that presents the findings from
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“We believe young people must be directly involved in decisions that affect their lives.
Too many youth have to endure racism, poverty, violence, poor education, housing and
healthcare. These conditions should propel us to action. We hope that you will consider

the recommendations in this report and urge you to join us in engaging youth as
leaders now!”

Terri Lee Freeman, President, The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region 



a four-year evaluation of The Greater
Washington Youth Philanthropy
Initiative (2001 – 2004) conducted by
Formative Evaluation Research
Associates (FERA), an independent
evaluation group located in Ann Arbor,
Michigan. The full report also presents
effective practices, ideas, and other
resources to support engaging youth
in organizations.  Specific actions an
organization or foundation can take to
begin the process of engaging youth
are offered.

Key findings include (see page 10 for
a complete list of key findings):

• Youth Advisory Council members,
in partnership with the CFNCR are
serving in a community leadership
role to encourage foundations and
other organizations to strategically
engage youth in their organiza-
tions.

• Some grantee organizations are
increasing the ways they engage
youth because of their experi-
ences observing youth-funded and
youth-led projects.  Many more
would like information on how to
more meaningfully engage youth
in leadership and decision-making
roles. “Prior to receiving the 
grant we merely viewed youth as 
potential volunteers. Their level of
engagement post-grant allowed us
to see their true interest in serving
their community. We began to ‘lis-
ten’ more to their ideas.” — Adult
staff member- grantee

• Neighborhoods and communities
are benefiting from the work
young people are doing supported
by youth grants.  Youth-to-youth
grantmaking leverages youth lead-
ership on many levels—within
organizations, in neighborhoods,
in communities, and region-wide.
These leaders take on serious
issues and work to improve the
quality of life in their communities.

• Youth engagement at every stage
of program development and
implementation is the key suc-
cess factor.  YAC members are
strategically involved in the run-
ning of the initiative within the
CFNCR.  They are also engaged

externally in youth development,
leadership and civic engagement
efforts as they analyze the needs
and issues facing youth in their
communities, build their skills and
capacities to take action around
issues they identify and engage in
leadership activities (including
grantmaking) to address the
issues they identify. 

• Community-based youth-to-youth
grantmaking puts economic
resources, decision-making, project
development and implementation
into the hands of the people
whose lives are most affected by
those projects.

• Youth-to-youth grantmaking deep-
ens young people’s understanding
of societal issues and empowers
them to make necessary changes.
When young people partner with
adults to improve their communi-
ties they also develop and grow in
multiple ways depending on the
focus of the project.  For youth
grantmakers and youth grantees,
community development and
youth development are inter-
twined and create synergies.

• YAC members learn about the role
of philanthropy and the nonprofit
sector in developing and funding
strategies to address high priority
issues.  They learn about diversity
in all its many forms and experi-
ence working with others to find
common ground in spite of their
differences. YAC members gain
confidence in their leadership abil-
ities.  They also learn concrete
skills including: 1) analytical and
critical thinking, 2) group process;
3) decision-making; 4) communica-
tion.  Intergenerational youth-adult
partnerships create learning
opportunities and expand the
social capital and networks for
both youth and adults.

• Youth philanthropy initiatives offer
an opportunity to the funding and
nonprofit community that other
grantmaking entities may not.
YACs are bold, innovative and dar-
ing with their support. Youth bring
an insight and passion to grant-

making that is based on their first-
hand experience of being directly
impacted by the issues they seek
to address. This results in a very
candid and critical review process
of proposals, and a willingness to
partner with organizations that
may not receive consideration
from other funding sources.

The Community Foundation for the
National Capital Region was estab-
lished in 1973 with a “mission to
facilitate individual, family and organi-
zational giving at all levels to improve
the quality of life in the metropolitan
Washington region.  CFNCR is one of
the fastest growing community founda-
tions in the country, with more than
$250 million in new philanthropic cap-
ital raised in the past three years.  It is
also one of the most generous com-
munity foundations in the nation, with
total giving topping $83 million in fis-
cal year 2005.  To obtain additional
copies of this report or for more infor-
mation about the Greater Washington
Youth Philanthropy Initiative please
contact:

E. Bomani Johnson, Program Officer
The Community Foundation 
for the National Capital Region
1201 15th Street, NW Suite 420
Washington, DC 20005
Phone (202) 955-5890 ext. 113
www.cfncr.org
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“We experience violence every day.
There are guns, fighting, and domestic
violence. We get cussed out and there
are drive by shootings.”

FLY youth grantee  

“East of the River is deemed as so bad
that nothing can be done. It is nice to
see some young people who are trying
to change that. That is why we funded
FLY.”

DC YAC member 



Preface

“I have been involved with the youth philanthropy
program for three years. I helped set the criteria
and put my own experience of teen pregnancy in.
My sister got pregnant at a young age and I believe
that having help for teen mothers is a great thing
because many teens do not protect themselves. If
my sister had had someone to help her, it would
have been so much easier for her. So that’s why I
fought for the program’s criteria. These three years
have been a blessing to me. I feel like I helped cre-
ate something that is worth more than money and
something you can’t put a price on— youth empow-
erment. It is engraved in us by society that power
comes with age— that at 18 or 21 you gain power
— but we help show that you can be 13 handling
decisions and money that a lot of adults don’t ever
get to see in their lives. Our goal is to engage youth
and be a better influence in their lives so they can
be a good influence in their communities. We have
accomplished a new way to show teens that we
can be as helpful as our souls and imaginations
want us to be. After this program, I will walk away
with a greater understanding of teen
empowerment and a better feeling
about myself. We are inspired by the
adults around us everyday. Now it’s
our turn to inspire them.”

These are the words of Javiel Barrios, a
member of the Montgomery County,
Maryland Youth Advisory Council (YAC) 
of the Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative (GWYPI) when
asked to describe some of his experi-
ences as a YAC member, and how he feels
his work has impacted his community.   

Launched in 2001, the GWYPI set out to :

• Increase opportunities for youth to be
engaged in community and civic life;

• Promote youth civic engagement and
youth philanthropy as a strategy for
youth development and social
change;

• Encourage and support other organi-
zations to involve youth as leaders
and decision makers;

• Raise awareness of youth needs and of youth as real
partners and sources of knowledge and strength in our
community; and 

• Increase investments in youth development and youth
engagement.

In its first four years, 88 young people have been a part of
this leadership development and grantmaking program.
Through the effort, young people aged 12 to 19 are
entrusted with the financial stewardship of $100,000 per
year.  They are charged with learning about the needs in
their communities, and doing something about it—award-
ing grants, speaking out, and encouraging other young
people to get involved.  Over the past four years there have
been some major accomplishments and lessons learned
that have directed the development of the initiative and its
impact in the greater Washington region.  This evaluation
research report documents what we have learned and is
written in hope that it will be useful for foundations and
donors who support youth organizations and programs;
organizations seeking to further involve youth in the deci-
sion-making aspects of their organizations; and other
existing and emerging youth grantmaking initiatives.
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GWYPI members during evaluation session
photo: Daniel McNeill



Introduction

Envision a boardroom filled with a diverse group of community
leaders actively discussing the proposals they have just
reviewed.  Which ones should we fund?  How will these grants
make a difference?  Do the organizations submitting the appli-
cations have the capacity to carry out the grant?  Now, imagine
that this group is a racially, ethnically, culturally, geographically,
and socio-economically diverse council comprised of youth,
ages 12-19 and that the proposals they are discussing were
developed and will be implemented by their peers in collabora-
tion with nonprofit organizations.  Four such Youth Advisory
Councils (YACs) are part of The Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative (GWYPI) of the Community Foundation for
the National Capital Region (CFNCR).  Over four years (2002-
2005) these councils have awarded grants totaling $279,500
to youth-led projects in the greater Washington region and have
worked to encourage other foundations and nonprofit organiza-
tions to engage youth in meaningful ways.

In 2004, Philanthropy for Active Civic Engagement (PACE), a
national community of grantmakers and donors committed to
strengthening democracy by using the power, influence and
resources of philanthropy to open pathways to participation,
selected the GWYPI as a model civic engagement program, cit-
ing both its diversity and impact in the region. 

The key purposes of this document are to:  1) conceptually and
practically place youth grantmaking within the broader scope of
youth civic engagement and community development; 2) share
key findings and lessons learned during the first four years of
GWYPI; and 3) highlight principles, effective practices, tools
and resources for engaging youth.

Findings from a four-year evaluation of GWYPI (2001 – 2004)
conducted by Formative Evaluation Research Associates
(FERA), an independent evaluation group located in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, are presented.  FERA uses a participatory, utilization-
focused approach to evaluation.  Youth Advisory Council
members along with CFNCR staff and a representative board
member were strategically involved in the evaluation.  This advi-
sory group developed and prioritized evaluation types,
questions, short-, intermediate- and long-term outcomes and
reporting needs.  They also participated in a structured data
interpretation workshop.  

Data collection methods used to evaluate the GWYPI included:
1) a literature review; 2) grantee surveys (Year I and II)1; 3) an
annual Instrumented Group Interview with each YAC; 4) a sur-
vey of youth in years II and III; 5) annual interviews with CFNCR
staff and selected board members; and 6) site visits to a sam-
ple of grantees.  Many of these data collection activities
occurred during annual two-day evaluation site visits.  All YAC
members engaged in yearly instrumented group interviews
(IGIs) to reflect on their work, and discussed ways to strength-
en and improve their work as youth grantmakers.  IGIs are
similar to focus groups except that participants complete a
short written form for individual reflection followed by a facilitat-
ed group discussion on issues they choose.  The second part
of this report is based on a review of the literature on youth
engagement, and interviews with current and alumni YAC mem-
bers and adult experts working in this area.  

This document is divided into two major sections.  The first
presents: 1) background information about the initiative; 2) a
conceptual framework placing youth grantmaking within the
broader context of youth engagement and exploring the ques-
tion – Why involve youth in grantmaking? 3) an overview of key
findings; 4) multiple levels of outcomes including – a) commu-
nity leadership outcomes at the regional level, b) outcomes for
Youth Advisory Council members, c) grantee outcomes, and d)
community foundation outcomes; and 5) effective grantmaking
from a youth perspective. The second section focuses more
broadly on youth engagement in organizations answering the
questions – Why is it valuable? What conditions are necessary?
and How do organizations benefit?  Effective practices for youth
grantmaking initiatives which are also relevant to other youth
engagement efforts are detailed.  Concrete steps an organiza-
tion and/or a foundation can take to support youth
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1 Grants made in Year III were not surveyed because they had not yet implemented their projects.

“Youth are a big part of the

community and we will be better

prepared by having this [youth

grantmaking] experience…We

understand the needs in the

community for the youth…We

bring another perspective into the

grantmaking arena, a fresh new

perspective.”

YAC member



engagement are suggested. Finally, helpful resources
including reports, publications, and websites are offered.  

Background

The GWYPI was established in fall 2001 through a
$300,000 grant over three years from the Time Warner
Foundation as well as generous contributions from founda-
tions and donors in the greater Washington area. The
GWYPI is the first regional youth led grantmaking program
in the greater Washington area and was designed after a
careful review of models elsewhere in the country with
technical assistance from the Council on Michigan
Foundations and the Coalition of Community Foundations
for Youth.  Four YACs were established over three years.
They are in Washington, DC (DC Urban Up-Lifters),
Montgomery County, Maryland (Teens Giving Grants to
Teens), Prince George’s County, Maryland (Prince George’s
Home Of Philanthropy), and Northern Virginia (Future
Leaders Of Society).  Youth Advisory Council members
refer to their councils by the names they selected.  

Youth Advisory Council members are a diverse group of
young people including African American, Asian American,
Caucasian, Latino, and immigrant youth.  Ranging in age
from 12 to 19, many live in socio-economically disadvan-
taged neighborhoods. A wide range of schools (public,
private, charter) is represented as are the level of stu-
dents’ successes in school.  The majority of these young
people have not had previous opportunities to develop and
demonstrate leadership skills and qualities.  Many Youth
Advisory Council members work in addition to attending
school and are expected to contribute to their households’
income.  Others provide childcare for younger siblings so
that adult household members can work.  

Young people become members of YACs by various means:
they are recruited by other members; they are recruited by
community-based organizations working in partnership with
the CFNCR, and they are referred to the YACs by staff,
board members, donors and others who are part of the

CFNCR family. So far, a total of 88 young people have
served as YAC members, with a retention rate of 85%. 

The purpose of the YACs is to create positive community
change and increase the numbers of youth involved in civic
and community life, through the implementation of a com-
prehensive leadership development and grantmaking
process. YACs are youth-led groups that function as part of
CFNCR and its regional affiliates the Montgomery County
Community Foundation and the Prince George’s
Community Foundation.  This model of youth-to-youth
grantmaking is designed to stimulate youth civic engage-
ment and encourage more nonprofits to embrace youth as
leaders, both by modeling effective youth civic engagement
and by supporting the efforts of other organizations to
engage young people as leaders and full partners in deci-
sion-making.  

Given this purpose, GWYPI requires its grantees to: 

• Engage youth in leadership roles – projects and activi-
ties are designed and/or managed by youth or by
youth in partnership with adults;

• Empower youth to use their unique abilities and
encourage partnerships between youth and adults;  

• Impact youth in a positive way that also benefits their
neighborhoods or the larger community;

• Partner with adults who have experience in empower-
ing young people to succeed.

Youth Advisory Council members are grantmakers – they:

• Receive skill-based training in facilitation, conflict res-
olution, diversity, team building, decision making, and
public speaking;

• Conduct community needs assessments;

• Prioritize grantmaking areas;

• Design and receive training in issue areas they fund
such as violence prevention, education, youth empow-
erment, youth employment and training, teen health,
and youth arts;  

• Receive intensive training in the grantmaking process
including proposal review, reviewing financial state-
ments and conducting interviews and site visits;

• Develop and distribute requests for proposals; 

• Review grant applications based on criteria they estab-
lish;

• Interview applicants (youth and adults) representing
proposals they are  interested in possibly funding; 

• Discuss grant proposals and interview data and devel-
op recommendations for funding; 
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DC YAC Members conduct Elementary Giving Program
photo: Daniel McNeill



• Present their grant recommenda-
tions to the board of trustees of
the Community Foundation for
the National Capital Region, the
Montgomery County Community
Foundation and the Prince
George’s Community Foundation
for final approval;  and

• Conduct site visits to grantees to
evaluate and assess adherence
to grant agreements.

Youth Advisory Council members are
community leaders - they:

• Catalyze youth involvement in
community organizations and
issues (civic life);

• Speak out on issues affecting
youth and support the efforts of
youth organizations throughout
the region (e.g., engagement of
youth in organization’s funding for
after school programs);

• Serve on standing committees of
the Community Foundation for
the National Capital Region;

• Represent the CFNCR and the
affiliates at meetings, confer-
ences, and other public events;
and

• Inform CFNCR’s strategic planning
as key stakeholders on the
issues of academic achievement
and workforce development.

A Conceptual Framework

Youth civic engagement is defined in
many different ways.  What current
researchers and practitioners are
beginning to agree upon is that multi-
ple strategies and pathways are
needed to engage young people in
organizations, in neighborhoods and
in civic life however it is defined.  For
the purpose of this document we are
using the following definition of youth
civic engagement – “young people
developing civic skills and habits as
they actively shape democratic socie-
ty in collaboration with others”
(Skelton et all 2002).  “A plurality of
approaches can compliment and
enhance one another” (Gibson 2001,

Listen 2005).  Youth philanthropy
engages young people in the giving of
time, talent and treasure.  It can be
defined as youth:  “giving, serving
and private citizen action intended for
the common good” (Dr. Robert
Payton, Center on Philanthropy at
Indiana University). 

Youth philanthropy as defined here
contains the multiple pathways to
youth civic engagement—learning
about philanthropy broadly defined
through school-based curriculum,
service learning, volunteerism, youth
leadership, giving, political engage-
ment, youth organizing, and youth
grantmaking.  The pathways that exist
to engage youth in philanthropy can
influence youths’ development in pos-
itive ways.  Additionally each pathway
has the potential to engage youth in
community development and in creat-
ing a civil and just society.  The
intensity and level at which youth
become engaged in community devel-
opment and creating a civic society
can vary widely, but all are important
experiences and can build upon one
another. 

“Community development and youth
development not only complement
one another but are critical to each
other’s success” (Irby, Thaddeus and
Pittman et all 2001, Gibson 2001).
“Recent conversations bringing peo-
ple together from a broad range of
fields build on this thought by adding
civic development as a third neces-
sary and integral element” (Long et al
1999).  A holistic approach involving
all three is needed in order to
reweave a strong social fabric.  These
approaches recognize that rather
than being passive recipients, youth
must be actors in their own lives, in
their communities and in the sys-
temic social changes that are critical
to achieving social justice and region-
al equity.  Youth grantmaking is one
pathway which draws young people
into community development and
civic engagement activities while pro-
viding them with positive youth
development skills and experiences.  

The Youth Engagement Continuum
(developed by Listen, Inc.) describes
different ways that organizations can

“Civic engagement of adults
and youth is at the core of

democracy. Many major social
change movements have been

led by youth—for example,
young people played a critical

role in the Civil Rights
Movement of the 1950’s and
‘60s and the anti-apartheid
movement in South Africa.

History shows us how positive
social change can occur when
young people are fully engaged

as leaders. “
Terri Lee Freeman, President, CFNCR

“Youth should have a
legitimate, meaningful seat at
the table in all of the institu-
tions that affect their lives.”

James Pearlstein Co-Founder,
Facilitating Leadership in Youth

Montgomery County YAC Member 
photo: Silvana Straw
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engage youth (see Figure 1).  GWYPI YACs fund organiza-
tions that have developed projects to engage youth in
youth development, leadership, civic engagement and
organizing activities. Most of the YACs’ grants fall under
the categories of youth development, youth leadership and
youth civic engagement. Most also focus on community
development issues. The most critical criteria are that proj-
ects are youth-initiated and youth-led. Youth grantmakers
have a very special leveraging role to play in this arena.  In
addition to funding all of these levels of participation, YAC
members are themselves engaging in youth development,
leadership and civic engagement efforts as they analyze
the needs and issues facing youth in their communities,
build their skills and capacity to take action around issues
they identify and engage in leadership activities (grantmak-
ing) to address the issues. Youth grantmaking provides
youth an opportunity to obtain peer-to-peer funding to
implement their ideas for improving their communities.

Youth grantmakers are clearly both engaged in the process
as well as facilitating it for others. This often creates a syn-
ergy between grantmakers and grantees—they learn from
each other and are inspired by the active leadership roles
each is playing in their communities, organizations and/or
personal lives.  Some grantees have become interested in
grantmaking, joining the YAC or attending to the funding
dimensions of their nonprofits, while some YAC members
have joined grantees to work with them on their projects.

Why Involve Youth in Grantmaking?

Adult and youth interviewees spoke passionately about
why youth should be involved in grantmaking.  There are
benefits to youth, foundations and other organizations,
communities and our civil society in general.  Community
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Figure 1
LISTEN Inc. – Youth Engagement Continuum 2

LISTEN, Inc. believes that one of the core elements of creating a local youth movement is to have people working in all
five areas of the continuum.

Intervention Development Collective Empowerment Systemic Change

Youth
Services

•Provides services to
address individual
problems and
pathologies of young
people

•Programming
defined around treat-
ment and prevention

Youth
Organizing

Includes components
of youth development,
youth leadership and
civic engagement plus:
•Builds a member-
ship base

•Involves youth as
part of core staff
and governing body

•Engages in direct
action and political
mobilizing

•Engages in alliances
and coalitions

Youth
Development

•Provides services
and support, access
to caring adults and
safe spaces

•Provides opportuni-
ties for the growth
and development of
young people

•Meets young people
where they are 

•Builds young peo-
ple’s individual
competencies

•Provides age appro-
priate support 

• Emphasizes posi-
tive self-identity

•Supports youth-adult
partnerships

Youth
Leadership

Includes components
of youth development
plus:
•Builds in authentic
youth leadership
opportunities within
programming and
organization

•Helps young people
deepen historical
and cultural under-
standing of their
experiences and
community issues

•Builds skills and
capacities of young
people to be deci-
sion makers and
problem-solvers

•Youth participate in
community projects

Youth Civic
Engagement

Includes components
of youth development
& youth leadership
plus:
•Engages young peo-
ple in political
education and aware-
ness

•Builds skills and
capacity to do power
analysis and take
action around issues
they identify

•Begins to help
young people build
collective identity as
social change agents

•Engages young peo-
ple in advocacy and
negotiation
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development and youth development
must be intertwined, so the cate-
gories just described are blurred and
often overlap.  Positive youth develop-
ment outcomes as articulated by YAC
members include3:

“It’s great for youth because not
only do they feel like they’re good
at something but that they’re
making a difference and will hold
onto that forever.” 

“It [the GWYPI] gives youth a
chance to be a part of a solution
for my community.”  

“The YAC has encouraged and
helped us be more aware of
social and economic situations in
our communities.  With the help
of the YAC, we have a chance to
be a part of the well-being of our
communities.”

“I really appreciate being in the
situation as a young person
being trusted and respected in
making huge decisions.”

“It allows us to meet people my
age from different races and
parts of the Metropolitan area.”

“Youth and adults learn a great
deal in the process.”

Adults commented: 

“The only way to help young peo-
ple develop fully is to involve
them in changing their condi-
tions.” —Nat Williams, Executive
Director, Hill-Snowdon Foundation

“We give young people the mes-
sage that we believe in their
work… “[Involving them in this
way] builds early capacity for a
body of young people to gain
experience getting things start-
ed.” —Ditra Edwards, former
Executive Director of Listen Inc.

“Youth grantmaking prepares
young people to be self sufficient
adults, critical consumers of
information and to know how to

advocate for themselves.”  —
James Pearlstein

“Young people from communities
of color and low income youth are
disproportionately affected.  They
don’t have a voice and are shut
out of decisions that affect their
lives.  Grantmaking provides
them an opportunity to analyze
and assess conditions and devel-
op strategies.” —Nat Williams

“Provides youth an opportunity to
promote positive community
change.” —James Pearlstein

“I heard a young woman say ‘I
am a philanthropist’…for a young
person to make that conclusion
about herself is a mark of suc-
cess.” —CFNCR board member

“It is crystal clear that if youth
understand the concept and
value the role that philanthropy
plays in a community they will be
stronger leaders now and as
adults.” 

—Betsy Franz, Leadership Arlington

Benefits to foundations and organiza-
tions from YAC members’
perspectives are:  

“The most important reason is
that the younger generation has
to take over and sustain [organi-

zations]. Prepare people on how
to keep programs afloat.”

“Youth are a big part of the com-
munity and we will be better
prepared by having this experi-
ence…We understand the needs
in the community for youth…We
bring another perspective into
the grantmaking arena, a fresh
new perspective.”

“Youth are most aware of the
problems their peers face and
best able to help identify work-
able solutions.”

“Because of youth involvement,
the CFNCR has a larger list of
organizations to potentially fund.”

“Organizations’ boards learn
from youth and vice versa.”

Adults commented:

“It is important for youth to
understand that there is not an
endless pot of money.  If you get
a grant, you become a steward of
those dollars and have a respon-
sibility to be a good steward.”
—Betsy Franz 

“Young people are willing to give
seed funding to projects.
Obtaining seed money is huge, it
gets you started and helps you
become visible to the funding

3 Some quotes are attributed and others are not. Most of the individuals we have quoted in this document were prom-
ised confidentiality either on a survey or in an interview, while a recent set of interviews with key leaders in the youth
engagement field were asked if they could be quoted

Elementary Giving Program
photo: Daniel McNeill

“If you’re trying to target youth in the
community and want to improve life,

the best way to do it is to get a
sense of the issues. The best is to

have youth involved in the decisions.”
YAC member
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community.  For some it is the
cornerstone to getting started.  It
opens up new funding possibili-
ties for projects.” —Ditra
Edwards

“It is really important that youth
have budgetary control… ...know-
ing how to understand and
negotiate a budget is critical.” —
James Pearlstein

“Youth should have a legitimate,
meaningful seat at the table in all
of the institutions that affect
their lives.” —James Pearlstein

Neighborhoods and communities ben-
efit in the following ways when young
people are involved in giving and
obtaining grants (many of the benefits
already identified for youth apply to
nonprofits as well).  Youth grantmak-
ers said:

“Youth are most aware of the
problems their peers face and
best able to help identify work-
able solutions.”

“It’s important for youth to devel-
op leadership skills as quickly as
possible because we’re the lead-
ers for tomorrow. The better
trained we are as youth the bet-
ter we’ll be as adults and better
able to affect change in our own
community. Youth can also be the
leaders of today.”

“It’s really important [to involve
youth in decision-making]
because youth do make an
impact on the community.” 

“Youth have different perspec-
tives.”

Finally, civic society as a whole bene-
fits when our assumptions about
young people’s involvement in society
and contributions to its creation
change. YAC members said: 

“It’s a sustainable idea of helping
the community through grantmak-
ing and should start at a young
age.” 

“Voices of youth are heard.”

“Youth are the future and should
be involved in and exposed to
decision-making today.”

“Youth are the future of the
whole community. We are the
future and [grantmaking gives] us
the chance to prove we do have
leadership skills and capabili-
ties.” 

Adults commented:

“Young people are authentic—
they know better than we do
because they live their lives
everyday. Youth culture changes
over time and across
regions…our ability to speak to
that is limited... it challenges us
to see young people in a different
way.”  —Ditra Edwards

“Youth grantmaking provides an
opportunity for interesting things
to happen.  Youth-to-youth grant-
making gets to more root causes
of issues.  Adults bring baggage
– who they have to please and
what they need to do to satisfy
their own political leanings.
Youth tend to confront issues
more directly and have more hon-
est conversations.” —James
Pearlstein

“[Youth grantmaking] engages
youth as partners in a broader
process of facilitating youth
engagement.” —Nat Williams

“You can’t have youth civic
engagement without youth
involvement in philanthropy.” —
Betsy Franz

Key Findings 

The findings in this section were
developed based on a structured data
interpretation workshop with YAC
members, CFNCR staff, and one
CFNCR board member.  Data interpre-
tation workshops actively engage key
stakeholders in the analysis of data
through a facilitated process. GWYPI
participants systematically reviewed
YAC and grantee survey data sum-
maries and organized verbatim
comments.  They identified key find-
ings, their implications, and made
recommendations based on these
interpretations from their unique
roles in the organization. The findings
presented here combine this group’s
analysis with additional analysis done
jointly by CFNCR staff and FERA
researchers.  Specific outcomes are
detailed further on in this document.
Highlights are presented here.

This model of youth to youth grant-
making leverages youth leadership on
many levels—within organizations, in
neighborhoods, in communities, and
region-wide. CFNCR partners with
youth to encourage foundations and
other organizations to engage youth
in meaningful ways in their organiza-
tions.  YAC grants provide resources

Key Assumptions 
• Youth have valuable and essential contributions

to make to civil society.
• Youth can only develop fully when engaged in

improving their communities.
• Communities can only develop fully when

engaging youth.
• Youth should have a meaningful seat at the

table in the institutions that affect their lives
and in the decision-making processes on issues
that affect their lives.

• Partnering across the generations benefits
everyone.



and impetus for this to happen.  (See youth grantee out-
comes section for examples.)

Youth engagement at every stage of program development
and implementation is the key to the success of the GWYPI.
This model empowers young people to seek understanding
of issues and then create a funding mechanism to address
their findings. 

Youth philanthropy initiatives offer an opportunity to the
funding and nonprofit community that other grantmaking
entities may not. YACs are bold, innovative and daring with
their support. They refuse to make mediocre grants. Youth
bring an insight and passion to grantmaking that is based
on their first-hand experience of being directly impacted by
the issues they seek to address. This results in a very can-
did and critical review process of proposals, and a
willingness to partner with organizations that may not
receive consideration from other funding sources.

Community based youth-to-youth grantmaking puts eco-
nomic resources, decision making, project development
and implementation into the hands of the young people
whose lives are affected by those programs. Youth not only
directly or indirectly experience the issues addressed by
programs, they also witness grantee successes.  Through
this process they learn about supports and challenges to
effective change.

Youth-to-youth grantmaking deepens young people’s under-
standing of societal issues and empowers them to make
the changes they see are necessary. Youth grantmaking is
empowering for the YAC members and youth who submit
proposals for funding. YAC members learn about communi-
ty issues from a combination of literary sources that
capture the empirical data about their communities includ-
ing needs assessments, and anecdotal/real life learning
from their own life experiences and those of their peers in
addition to proposal review, interview, and site visit
processes; and then contribute to efforts that meet their
criteria for community-based, youth-led improvement.
Youth grantmakers interweave community development
and youth development.

Grantees have the experience of participating in efforts to
improve their community, seeking support for their work,
and the feeling of success when other young people in
their community support their ideas.

YAC members learn about the role of philanthropy and the
nonprofit sector in developing and funding strategies to
address high priority issues. Finally, they learn about diver-
sity in all its many forms and experience working with
others to find common ground in spite of their differences.

YAC members learn analytical and critical thinking skills
and how to partner with each other in establishing grant
selection criteria, grantmaking priority areas and grant

Elementary Giving Program – Greater Washington Youth Philanthropy Initiative
Photo: Daniel McNeill



decisions.  These experiences teach valuable skills – deci-
sion-making, conflict resolution, listening, supporting
“uncommon” positions, negotiation, foresight and strate-
gic planning. 

YAC members learn a wide range of other skills and gain
confidence. Public speaking, research, interviewing, finan-
cial management/budgeting, teamwork, individual and
collective accountability are other skills that YAC participa-
tion builds and enhances.

Decision-making in the YACs has positive impact on deci-
sion-making in other parts of members’ lives. YAC
members feel that they have the ability to analyze situa-
tions and then make decisions better than they did before
they were YAC members.  Interviews with YAC members
and alumni indicate that making decisions regarding aca-
demic and career development have been enhanced by
YAC participation.

YAC members become neighborhood and community 
leaders. YAC members speak on behalf of the respective
YAC in public forums/events, as well as lead all the discus-
sions in meetings and interviews and evaluation site visits
with grantees, and serve as speakers at conferences, and
media representatives.

Intergenerational youth-adult partnerships create learning
opportunities and expand the social capital and networks
for both youth and adults. Working with young people to
build on their understanding of the issues that impact their
lives and communities; develop their leadership skills; and
create projects that are meaningful to them and their com-
munities is a learning process for both the youth and
adults involved in the GWYPI.  

Youth grantmakers address serious societal issues. Each of
the four YACs identifies and addresses issues that have
devastating impacts on their communities.  YACs have cho-
sen the following grantmaking areas: teen health, violence
prevention (particularly gang violence prevention), domes-
tic abuse prevention, youth empowerment through the
arts, substance abuse prevention,
academic achievement and job train-
ing/employment.  In addition to the
above, local YACs have solicited pro-
posals in the areas of teen driving
safety to address the increasing
numbers of young people who are
injured and killed in auto accidents
on the main highway in Montgomery
County, Maryland; and discrimination
prevention to address the increasing
numbers of Latino immigrants in
Northern Virginia.

Youth, especially those from socio-
economically disadvantaged communities, need access to
other supports and resources which are beyond the scope
of a youth grantmaking initiative. Partnering with a youth
organization like the YMCA helps to ensure that youth and
their families get needed referrals and contacts to other

needed resources.  Staff must be available and trained to
support the whole young person and not just program oper-
ations.  Staff must be able to provide comprehensive
support or refer youth to appropriate support as needs
arise such as mental health, preparation for college,
and/or employment. 

Operating dollars are needed to engage youth as grantmakers.
Operational costs for effectively involving youth in grant-
making are relatively high because youth need training and
other types of support.  Often funders do not understand
the programmatic supports needed for a comprehensive
youth development program and why they must provide
operational dollars in addition to those designated for
grantmaking. Youth civic engagement programs are also
youth development programs and must have dedicated
staff and training and supports in addition to the actual
activity, i.e., grantmaking.

Engaging youth in grantmaking helps CFNCR meet its mission.
Youth can represent their peers and can be partners on
strategic issues the CFNCR seeks to address.
Documenting the impact youth are making a in our commu-
nities can be shared widely with donors, trustees and other
foundations.  By operating this youth philanthropy program,
the CFNCR is modeling youth civic engagement.

Outcomes

Outcomes were identified and documented at multiple lev-
els through yearly site visits to GWYPI, individual and group
interviews with YAC members and several alumni, YAC
youth grantees, GWYPI and grantee staff, surveys of YAC
members and grantees, and document review.  They
include outcomes for:  1) community leadership; 2) Youth
Advisory Council members; 3) grantees, and 4) the CFNCR.
While this evaluation focused primarily on youth-related
outcomes, all of the youth have worked to effect positive
change in their communities.

Community Leadership Outcomes

Community foundations serve as
community-based funders.  They
bridge donors’ desires to give back
to their communities and nonprof-
its’ needs for resources to facilitate
their work.  Community foundations
also serve as community leaders,
convening individuals and groups
around key societal issues (e.g.,
academic achievement, workforce
development, healthcare, etc.).  The
CFNCR has taken a leadership role

in facilitating youth engagement in the greater Washington
region.  As a result of their work in this area over the past
4 years, there is an increasing awareness on the part of
funders and nonprofits about the value of youth engage-
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“What sets CFNCR apart is its
commitment to youth philan-

thropy for social change and as
a means to engage youth

grantees in meaningful ways.”
Martha Johnston, Associate Director,

Coalition of Community Foundations for
Youth



ment and an increased commitment
or effort to engage youth as leaders.
For example:

• As a partner with the Greater
Washington Youth Philanthropy
Initiative, the Consumer Health
Foundation now funds youth-led
projects. They recently indicated
an interest in increasing their
level of commitment to support-
ing youth-led programs in the
health prevention and pro-
motion area and are
interested in partnering with
the GWYPI.

• The Washington Area Partnership
for Immigrants (a funding
collaborative housed at the
CFNCR) commissioned
national/local research on
best practices in engaging
immigrant youth to help
inform the design of a new
grant program that will fund
programs to engage immi-
grant youth in community/
civic life.

• CFNCR is exploring a partnership
with other area funders to pro-
mote youth engagement as an
effective youth development and
social change strategy. The goal
is to build awareness, convene
key stakeholders and leverage
funds to support youth led pro-
grams, and ultimately increase
the number of youth engaged as
leaders in public and private insti-
tutions as well as build capacity
of organizations to effectively
engage youth.

• The DC Education Compact (a
cross-sector collaborative of gov-
ernment, business and
foundation officials working on
DC Public Schools system
reform) requested CFNCR’s
assistance on how to effectively
engage youth in their strategic
planning process.

• The newly formed Alexandria
Community Trust, the community
foundation for Alexandria,
Virginia, is working to develop a
youth philanthropy initiative in

partnership with the Northern
Virginia YAC of the GWYPI.

Youth grantmakers also serve as
community leaders, conveners and
catalysts for positive community
change. In the greater Washington
area, the four YACs have been lead-
ers and catalysts in the area of youth
engagement. They do this both at the
regional and neighborhood levels.
Within the region, they model youth
engagement, make presentations to
a wide range of groups and serve in
advisory capacities for other organiza-
tions.  Over the past four years, YAC
members have served as presenters
in the wider community at the:

• Wash ington Area Women’s
Foundation Giving Circles
meeting

• Consumer Health Foundation
board meeting

• The DC Children and Youth
Investment Trust Corporation
Conference

• Conference on Youth Philanthropy
panel at the Richmond Community
Foundation

• Association of Fundraising
Professionals International
Conference in Baltimore,
Maryland

YAC members and alumni are being
sought after for other advisory posi-
tions.  For example:

• Two YAC members served as
members of the Time Warner
Foundation’s Youth Advisory
Group.

• One YAC alumni served as an
intern at the Fannie Mae
Foundation.

YAC members are also finding ways to
make their voices heard on issues
affecting young people.  For example:

• YAC members together with youth
from other youth civic engage-
ment groups participated in the
DC Education Compact planning
process (a cross-sector collabo-
rative of government, business
and foundation officials working
on DC Public School reform);

• YAC members wrote a letter to
The Washington Post expressing
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their concerns about proposed budget cuts for funding
after-school programs in DC;

• YAC members advised the National Crime Prevention
Council’s Youth Outreach for Victim Assistance grant-
making process; and 

• YAC members were featured on 2K Nation Youth Radio
program and in other media (e.g., Chronicle of
Philanthropy, Washington Post).

Youth Advisory Council Member Outcomes 

Young people obtain skills, knowledge and experience
through efforts to effect positive changes in their commu-
nities and neighborhoods.  These outcomes occur for three
different groups: 1) Youth Advisory Council members; 2)
youth who take the lead on developing a proposal and
designing/implementing a project (youth grantees); and 3)
youth who participate in the grant funded project.  This sec-
tion focuses primarily on YAC members while the next

section discusses both the youth grantees and partici-
pants as well as the impact their work has on the
organizations they partner with and the community at
large.

While serving on their council, YAC members:  1) experi-
enced making a difference; 2) increased their levels of
confidence and ability to communicate their views; 3)
developed perceptions of themselves as community lead-
ers; 4) gained knowledge about philanthropy and the
grantmaking process; 5) learned analytical skills; 6) gained
a deeper understanding of some of the issues affecting
youth in their communities; 7) acquired a range of skills
including leadership, decision making, communication,
conflict resolution, and grantmaking skills (see Tables 1
and 2).
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DC YAC letter to The Washington Post in response to pending budget cuts for out-of-school time programs.

Dear Editor,

We are the DC Urban Up-Lifters, a youth-led advisory council affiliated with The Community Foundation for the National
Capital Region.  Being youth ourselves, our goal is to empower young people. We grant money to youth-led projects that
improve the lives of youth in Washington, DC  

We are writing to you because we are very concerned about the proposed federal and DC government budget cuts for
out-of-school time programs. We believe these cuts will have severe consequences for youth and their parents and
could cause a negative chain reaction in our community. 

Afterschool and summer programs are sometimes the only positive influence in young people’s lives.   Some parents
may not be able to afford or find childcare, so children and youth might be left alone and their safety could be at risk.
Without these programs, children and youth will be more likely to turn to negative influences such as drugs and alcohol,
hustling, or violence.  It is more expensive to incarcerate youth than to fund afterschool programs. It could also lead to
an increase in sexually transmitted infections and teen pregnancy. Some parents may be forced to quit their jobs to
take care of their children. The stress of this type of situation can lead to depression, domestic violence, and may even
force families onto public assistance.  Some teens rely on after school and summer jobs to assist their families with
money for food, clothing and other necessities. Young people have responsibilities too. Their income will be severely
missed. The only time some children and youth eat is at their jobs or afterschool programs.

Everyone who lives and works in DC will feel the impact of these cuts.  You will probably see an increase in crime. This
will make the city’s attempts to revitalize futile.  If there is an increase in crime, there will be less tourists and less peo-
ple wanting to live in DC

We ask you to carefully consider the potential problems of budget cuts on out of school time programs.  Contact your
city council member, the Mayor, or your congressional representative and let them know how these budget cuts will hurt
young people and our community. Hire a young person this summer. Volunteer your time at a youth organization.
Contact us if you want more information on how you can help. 

You were young once and had dreams too. Give us a chance. Walk in our shoes, live where we live, and you will see
how much we need these programs.

Sincerely,

The DC Urban-Uplifters
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Table 1

Increased Awareness of Community

Youth vocalized their increased understanding of their
community’s needs, understanding others, and developing
a greater sense of participation in addressing community
issues. One YAC member explained, “If I see something
going wrong in my community now I have a voice to help
out the community.” Youth felt empowered through their
collaborative efforts to identify local issues relevant to
their peers and award grants to address those needs.
Others commented:

“The skills I am learning are useful in everyday life.
Now I look at the when, where, who and why.  It helps
[you] analyze the situation and teaches you what’s
supposed to go through your head.” 

“I look at decision making in a new light.  Now I have
a thought process to help me make major decisions.
I think through the benefits.  I have become more
organized.” 

“I never participated in anything.  I was very shy.  I
never talked to anyone unless I knew them.”  During
her first year as a YAC member, this young woman
barely said a word at meetings …now she talks to lots
of people, has presented to the CFNCR board and
plays an active leadership role on the YAC and her
grades/academic performance has greatly improved
as well as her self-esteem and social skills. Because
of the diversity of YAC members, youth learned to lis-
ten and not judge others’ opinions.

“I mean, before I joined the YAC I had nothing, or was
not giving much to my community besides the obligat-
ed community service.  When I joined I really enjoyed
playing a responsible role of grant giving and I really
appreciate being in the situation as a young person
being trusted and respected in making huge deci-
sions.” 

Table 2

Skills Learned

All but one YAC member surveyed now consider themselves
leaders (see Table 3).  Interviews with youth revealed that
their understanding of leadership and the level of leader-
ship which they could assume changed also as a result of
their YAC experience.  

Table3

Youth as Leaders

The effects of serving as a youth grantmaker continue even
after youth leave.  Interviews with YAC alumni indicate that
their experiences as youth grantmakers continue to influ-
ence their lives in many ways. Some YAC members:

• Receive scholarships they thought they wouldn’t have
received without the YAC experience.

• Use the YAC experience on college applications to dis-
tinguish themselves.

• Use decision-making skills learned in the YAC to help
them make decisions about pursuing higher educa-
tion, colleges and career choice.  Many YAC members
as a result of their experience have decided to major
in public policy, nonprofit management, and continue
to be actively involved in community service.  Many
YAC members stay in touch with CFNCR after entering
college and some have returned to participate on their
council during breaks from school.

• Use their new social networks by asking the CFNCR staff
to write them letters of recommendation for scholar-
ships and college applications and job applications.

All YAC members are exposed to job opportunities in the
nonprofit sector that they probably were not aware of
before.  While it is too soon to know the long-term impact
of the GWYPI, a ten-year study following Michigan youth
grantmakers into their late 20’s, shows that most youth
have continued to volunteer, give, and serve in community
leadership roles. (Tice 2004).  They are continuing to be
engaged in forming civic society.  This longitudinal study

5= A Great Deal
2= Not Too Much

4= Quite a Bit
1= Not At All

3= Somewhat
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shows how a youth grantmaking initiative can influence
YAC alumni’s career choice, job, educational, and civic
engagement choices well into the future.  

Grantee Outcomes

Grantee outcomes occur for:  1) youth participants; 2)
organizations; and 3) neighborhoods and communities.
When young people partner with a nonprofit and receive a
grant, the resources leverage their time and talent and they
are empowered to make a difference in their neighbor-
hoods and/or communities.

Youth grantees have implemented a wide range of commu-
nity development/youth development projects focused on
gang and violence prevention, conflict resolution, diversity
and racism, teen health, hip-hop/spoken word, engaging in
community service together with homeless youth, peer
education about sexual harassment, health education
through creative dance, exposure to career opportunities,
and opportunities via youth radio and in person to allow
youths’ perspectives on issues to be heard.

YACs only fund youth-led projects that are sponsored by
nonprofits or schools in their respective geographic service
areas.  Youth must be integrally involved in developing a
proposal and designing/implementing the project.  They
must:  1) identify and analyze an issue; 2) develop a strat-
egy on how to address the issue; 3) write a proposal; 4)
figure out a budget; 5) present the idea to the YAC; 6)
obtain funding; 7) implement the idea; 8) evaluate the proj-
ect; and 9) write a final report. 

While most of the proposals are submitted by high school
age youth, the YAC has a special Elementary Giving
Program where 4th graders are taught by YAC members
about grantmaking and proposal development.  These 4th
graders then develop a proposal, obtain funding and imple-
ment their school based project.

YACs have granted a total of $279,500. A number of proj-
ects received grants for more than one year. Table 4 shows
the total amounts granted and the number of grants made
by each of the four Youth Advisory Councils 2002-2005.
As noted previously, these projects are located across the
Youth Engagement Continuum (see Figure 1).  Grant
amounts ranged from $1,000 to $7,000.  The total
amount each Council spent on elementary grants ranged
from $2,500 to $4,800.

Table 4

GWYPI Grant Award Totals

The rest of this section presents case studies highlight-
ing youth development, organizational, and community
level outcomes.  Clearly, the outcomes are interrelated
and each of the case studies has elements of all three.

Youth Development  

When young people partner with adults to improve their
communities they also develop and grow in multiple ways
depending on the focus of the project.  Facilitating
Leadership in Youth and Operation Understanding DC are
good examples of how youth development and community
development are interwoven.  Youth development occurs
when young people gain leadership skills and have responsi-
bility for developing and implementing
community-development programs. 

Facilitating Leadership in Youth (FLY) An advisory council
for FLY comprised of young people ages 12-16 living prima-
rily in the Barry Farms public housing community of the
Anacostia neighborhood of Washington, DC, decided to do
something to address the issue of violence in their neigh-
borhood.  These young people have received three grants
($10,800 in total) from the DC YAC.  The first grant was to
support the development of  FLY’s Youth Council and for a
program designed to expose teens to different career
options, prepare them for opportunities and empower them
with the confidence to accomplish their goals for the
future.  The second grant supported participation of FLY’s
Youth Council in a leadership training workshop and travel
to visit a successful youth organizing model at the
Philadelphia Student Union.  This year, FLY’s Youth Council
was given a grant to work on a new publication about
police brutality in their neighborhood called “Is It
Because…” One of the FLY Youth Council’s strategies to
address violence is to increase awareness of the issue
and to help other young people in the community under-
stand their rights and responsibilities.  In their first
publication, they interviewed community residents, police-
men, gun store owners, and wrote about their own
experiences.  They published and distributed their findings
in their first publication called “Guns Killing Youngins.”  In
addition, one of the FLY Youth Council members wrote the



President of the United States to inform him about the edu-
cational issues and violence in Anacostia, and provided
suggestions for improvement.  

FLY is a nonprofit organization founded by two American
University students, then age 18.  FLY supports youth East
of the Anacostia River in achieving their educational goals,
developing their talents, and expanding their leadership
roles.  FLY provides youth primarily from the public housing
community of Barry Farms with tutoring during the school
year, summer camp, appointments on college campuses
and with opportunities to be an integral part of FLY.  “I was
18 when my co-founder and I started FLY. Involving youth in
FLY was what we wanted to do, but we didn’t know how to
do it. It has been part of our learning process.”—James
Pearlstein. Now youth hire staff, serve on the board of
directors, facilitate FLY’s youth council, and lead communi-
ty campaigns on issues affecting Anacostia such as gun
violence, police brutality and harassment.  A few of FLY’s
goals for next year are to hire 3 youth staff members and
to begin to raise funds to build a home for FLY and other
Anacostia youth organizations.

Operation Understanding DC (OUDC) has received grants
from each of the four YACs for four years (for a total of
$12,500) to support their annual civil rights journey and
their Speech Making and Facilitation retreat where
Washington-area African American and Jewish youth learn

discussion facilitation, how to lead diversity workshops,
handling of racial remarks and public speaking skills.
Following the retreat, students conduct outreach to
schools, community groups, churches and synagogues to
facilitate discussions with children, their peers and adults.
This year’s grants will support the participation of youth
from Prince George’s County and Northern Virginia in
OUDC’s 2006 Civil Rights Journey.  As part of a year-long
commitment to the program, OUDC students take a month
long trip to New York City and cities across the South to
learn about civil rights history and to cultivate leaders to
fight racism and anti-Semitism.  Students in this program
gain a deeper understanding of racism and anti-Semitism,
and learn specific skills they can use to address these
issues in their schools and communities. A staff member
commented, “What we are doing with this group is just rip-
ples on the pond.  Our hope is that they (the youth) take
their experiences and share them with others so that they
can have a larger impact on their communities.”  “When I
was in the program, it shaped my world views and core val-
ues through the things I learned and the people I met.” —
OUDC youth participant

Organizations

Organizations begin to view youth in new ways as they
demonstrate leadership skills and take responsibility for
project development and implementation.  Some organiza-
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Amid Violence, an Outlet for Feelings; 
SE Teenagers Conduct Interviews, Write
Poetry for Mentoring Program Magazine 

Nicole Fuller. The Washington Post.
Washington, D.C.: Jan 24, 2005. pg. B.01

© 2005, The Washington Post. Reprinted with Permission.

Fifteen-year-old Martin Jenkins scans the newspapers, but
not the usual sections where teenagers might be drawn.
He checks for crime stories and obituaries about homicide
victims from his neighborhood in Southeast Washington.

"I look for the crime because I want to know what's going
on around here, so I can do my best to change it," Martin
said.

Gunfire is often heard outside of the squat, brick buildings
in and around the Barry Farm complex where Martin and
his family reside, and drug dealing is prevalent. After read-
ing about so much of the crime, Martin decided to write
about it.

He and other D.C. youths contributed to a new magazine,
Why? Guns Killin Youngins. Subtitled The Youth of
Southeast Washington Want Answers, the publication was
part of a mentoring program that works with about 40
young people from Anacostia, including Martin and his
friends.

The four-month project was led by Facilitating Leadership in
Youth, a nonprofit organization and student club from
American University. About 2,000 copies were printed and
distributed through a $2,500 grant from the National
Center for Neighborhood Enterprise.

The magazine -- which can be viewed on the group's Web
site, www.flyouth.org -- includes interviews with police, anti-
violence activists, families of homicide victims and a gun
shop owner. The articles are accompanied by poems and
artwork done by the youths.

The poems are filled with emotion, and the interviews con-
tain pointed questions from youths in a city where 24
juveniles were homicide victims last year. "This project
opened our eyes," the youths declared in the issue. "We
hope it opened yours."

In a question-and-answer piece with the owner of Southern
Police Equipment Co., which operates a gun store in
Richmond, Martin asked: "Anacostia is the neighborhood
that we live in. There are very high rates of gun violence in
Anacostia, particularly among youth. How do you feel know-
ing your guns may possibly be used by young people in our
community?"

The company's owner, Karen Allan, took issue with the
question's premise, saying, "I don't believe my guns are
being used there."

Allan recently confirmed that she was quoted accurately in
the magazine and said she had seen a copy. Martin also
asked her about the District's strict law banning handguns,
and she said, "I don't believe guns should be banned from
anywhere in the U.S. I believe it is our right to own a gun.
I believe that there are millions out there that are innocent
people that deserve the right to own a gun."

Martin, a 10th-grader at Thurgood Marshall Academy Public
Charter School, relished playing the role of reporter. He
said the process empowered him.

"It felt good because many people don't listen to what I
have to say," he said. "It made me feel like I can do any-
thing I want."

The magazine also features an interview with a D.C. police
sergeant conducted by Kristopher Stith, 13, an
eighth-grader at Eliot Junior High School. Among
other things, Kristopher asked Sgt. Derek Larsen,
who has worked for years in Barry Farm, "What
kind of violence prevention programs, if any, do you
think work?"

Larsen replied that mediation can ease tensions
between rival neighborhoods, such as the ongoing
and often deadly strife between Barry Farm and
Condon Terrace. Conflict among youths from those
neighborhoods was behind the Feb. 2, 2004, killing
of 17-year-old James Richardson inside Ballou
Senior High School in Southeast.

"People just need now to get together and put
down your fist, put down the weapons and they just
need to talk," Larsen said.

The poems gave the youths a powerful way to air
their feelings about the city's problems. A poem
written by Tyesha Sands, 14, begins like this:

Summer time's here and all the fun starts

Summer has its own special place in my heart

Cause I'd rather be at camp where it sunny and
nice

Then at home where you got to fight for your life

The ninth-grader at Young America Works Public
Charter School has been writing poetry since she
was 10. Most afternoons, she said, are spent
inside her family's apartment doing homework,
rather than playing outside with friends because of
frequent shootings in her neighborhood.

"I'm only a teenager," she said. "I feel like some-
times I don't have a voice. But I wrote about that
because it's something that's in my mind because
of the community that I live in. Because a lot of
stuff happens in my neighborhood."

James Pearlstein, who launched the Facilitating
Leadership in Youth mentoring program in 1999,
along with Charise Van Liew and Amy Hendrick,
then students at American University, said the
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magazine project was important to give students a way to
express themselves.

The nonprofit organization holds an annual two-week sum-
mer camp at the university and provides twice-weekly
tutoring and other programming to a group that ranges in
age from 7 to 15, mostly from Barry Farm.

Pearlstein said the approach is "sneak-attack learning"
and is dependent on the close relationships forged
between staff members and the youths and their families.

"Instead of an English class, we'd have a rap writing
class," Pearlstein said. "They're using the same skills, but
they're having fun."

The organization is housed at the Gatepost Center in the
1300 block of Good Hope Road SE. It operates on a tight

budget that is largely funded by American University, the
D.C. Children and Youth Investment Trust Corp. and other
benefactors.

A party was held last month at the Gatepost Center to cel-
ebrate the magazine's launch. Pearlstein said another
issue could follow.

Anthony Franklin, 12, an eighth-grader at Hine Junior High
School, said the magazine represented the voice of the
young people who see the violence up close.

"We [created the magazine] because most people in this
area don't really know what's happening in Southeast,"
Anthony said. "It's not all bad. There's people trying to
make it better for everyone instead of having stereotypes
about people who live here."
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tions have taken steps to
engage, or further engage,
youth in their organizations.
For example, one grantee com-
mented, “Prior to receiving the
grant we merely viewed youth
as potential volunteers.  Their
level of engagement post-grant
allowed us to see their true
interest in serving their com-
munity.  We began to ‘listen’
more to their ideas.”  Most
grantee organizations are
interested in further exploring
these possibilities and would
like more assistance on how
to do so.  Liz Lerman Dance
Exchange and Leadership
Arlington are two examples of
how youth grantmaking has
leveraged organizational
change.

Before receiving their first
grant from the Montgomery
County YAC, the Liz Lerman
Dance Exchange had a teen
dance program.  Teens took
classes and workshops at the center.  The first grant
allowed young people to be trained to develop workshops
and performances which they then conducted around the
region at youth organizations and senior centers.  

As a result of the grants, youth have become involved in
every aspect of the company.  They now have a teen advi-
sory board.  Youth have learned about fund development,
budget development and management skills, and what is
involved in sustaining a nonprofit.  One young person com-
mented that now they understand what it takes to provide
a program and to keep a nonprofit going.  They appreciate
much more the programs that are available to them.
Another person said, “We get to do what the company gets
to do – go out into the community.  We get more aware of
how to support the program.” —Teen advisory board mem-
ber

Leadership Arlington is anoth-
er example of organizational
change.  Leadership Arlington
offers an intensive leadership
training program for adult com-
munity leaders.  As a nonprofit
with a small operating budget,
the youth grants (a total of
$5,000) for 2004 and 2005
provided necessary dollars so
that they could partner with
youth to develop a similar
training program for communi-
ty-based youth leaders.  In
2004, 16 youth participated in
six daylong meetings (at busi-
nesses, government facilities,
and nonprofits in Arlington)
focusing on building skills in
the areas of collaboration and
team building, conflict resolu-
tion, group facilitation and
evaluation.

Communities

Communities benefit when
young people are engaged in
making them better places to

live.  Global Development Services for Youth, Inc. is an
example of how a youth grant is leveraging community
change focused on workforce development. Of course, this
grant also has positive outcomes for youth participants.  

Global Development Services for Youth, Inc. received a
$3,500 grant in 2003 to support a two-day Entrepreneurial
Development Summit providing 32 youth ages 13-18 the
opportunity to gain knowledge in the principles and founda-
tions necessary to start and operate their own business.
In 2004, they received $2,500 to support the Youth
Leadership Development Summit planning retreat, which
taught 20 youth participants effective strategies for plan-
ning events and engaged them in the planning of a summit
for junior high and high school youth of Prince George’s
County.  The youth participating in developing and attend-
ing these summits live in a neighborhood with high

“We believe that young people need
more opportunities to participate in

decision making and problem
solving; and support to build the
skills they need to participate

meaningfully in the civic, organiza-
tional, and policy processes that
impact their lives. Youth civic
engagement is a strategy that

allows youth to develop new compe-
tencies while fostering civic

participation in work that will
improve community life. It combines

youth development, civic activism
and problem solving. It facilitates
new ways for young people and

adults to work together for a better
community.”
Ditra Edwards

DC YAC at Ballou High School Girl-to-Girl Conference
photo: Glen O’Gilvie
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unemployment and violent crime
rates.

By creating their own businesses
young people not only generate need-
ed income for themselves and their
households but provide needed serv-
ices to community residents.  These
small businesses create jobs where
few exist and are an alternative to
drug dealing as a source of income
for youth.  While Global Development
Services for Youth receives funding
from multiple sources, the YAC was
involved more than any of their other
funders, again creating an opportuni-
ty for exchange and synergy between
grantmakers and their grantees.
Youth grantees learned about organ-
ized philanthropy while YAC members,
living in similar communities, learned
about possibilities for starting a busi-
ness to which they had not previously
been exposed.

Community Foundation Impact

Unlike other types of foundations,
community foundations are governed
by a board comprised of individuals
representative of the community
which they serve.  Community mem-
bers are also invited to serve on
various committees.  The GWYPI invit-
ed youth to participate in the
foundation’s work for the first time.  

As a regional program, the GWYPI
also established partnerships with
CFNCR’s regional affiliates in
Maryland—the Montgomery County
Community Foundation (MCCF) and
the Prince George’s Community
Foundation (PGCF).  These partner-
ships have increased the visibility of
the respective YACS, provided local-
ized expertise on the youth

Arturo4

Arturo was in the ninth grade (15 years old) when he learned
about the YAC. While serving as President of the Alexandria
United Teens, a community-based group that addresses youth
needs in the community, Arturo helped apply to the YAC for a
grant. He was then asked to become a member of the YAC.
Arturo saw the YAC as a new opportunity to develop additional
skills and give back to his community.

By participating in the YAC Arturo broadened his leadership
skills, honed his public presentation skills, boosted his confi-
dence and greatly increased his desire to be a community
leader. Arturo explained, “It has given me a lot of confidence to
do more things. I thought I was a leader, and then I got into the
YAC.” Through the YAC process he learned more about his com-
munity and local organizations. Arturo also learned about the
importance of teamwork and partnering both with peers and
adults. “It’s much better if youth work with adults in partner-
ship, you get better results.”

Arturo applies the knowledge and skills he gained to various
aspects of his life. “I use it in everything. I now have lots of
confidence to talk in front of people. I present at school and
now I’m the first to volunteer to speak in class. I tell others
about the resources in our community. It has given me a lot of
leadership skills. In my school I’m in the principal’s group [like
advisory group]. I give the Latino view and what they need…I’ve
learned how to read things more clearly from reading all of the
grants; learned how to read a budget and see where groups
need money, where it is going. I’ve learned how to become
more social and talk to people. I learned a lot about working
with other people.”  

Another integral component of Arturo’s experience on the YAC
has been the growth in his exposure to and understanding of
other groups in his community. He explained, “The community
is not just based on one race. Where I grew up it’s mostly
Latino. I never knew Alexandria had a Boys and Girls Club. I
never knew we had groups of African Americans. They have a
different view of the community.” 

The YAC experience has also influenced Arturo’s plans for the
future.  He hopes to become a lawyer or a politician. His future
career will focus on helping the community and making a differ-
ence. As the first in his family that will go to college, Arturo
sees the YAC as an important component of his development. 

The significance of the role of youth in leading the YAC grant-
making process, discussing, and ultimately awarding funds to
local organizations has had a profound impact on Arturo and
other YAC members. Arturo commented, “It’s great for youth
because not only do they feel like they’re good at something,
but that they’re making a difference and will hold onto that for-
ever.” 

4 Youth Case Study names have been changed.
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“We are more involved in Dance
Exchange now and it is so much

more meaningful than just a
dance class – we are teachers,

choreographers, performers,
fundraisers, and advisors.”

Youth Chair of Teen Advisory Board-
Liz Lerman Dance Exchange

continued on page 23



organizations in their geographic areas, and leveraged
additional funds and resources for their communities
through the YACs.  Both affiliates have benefited from the
YACs to leverage investment for other youth in their com-
munities.  Affiliates also benefit from the YACs contributing
a youth perspective to community issues.  Acknowledging
the value of hearing from youth community leaders, MCCF
arranged speaking engagements for YAC members at their
professional advisor meetings and donor education
forums, as well as provided opportunities for YAC members
to advise other youth grantmaking bodies that serve
Montgomery County.  PGCF leveraged an additional
$67,000 from the LEARN Foundation and Toys R Us
Foundation to benefit specific communities in Prince
George’s County, Maryland through the YAC.  These two
foundations were so impressed with the PG YAC that they
decided to allow the PG YAC to make their grant awards.  A
similar relationship with CFNCR’s new affiliate in
Alexandria, Virginia, the Alexandria Community Trust, is cur-
rently being explored.

Increasingly, CFNCR is integrating youth leaders into the
Foundation’s work and that of its affiliates in the surround-
ing counties.  When the CFNCR focuses on initiatives that
affect youth, the YACs represent the youth voice at the
table.  For example:

• One YAC member served on CFNCR’s first Spirit of
Giving Guide Selection Committee focused on nonprof-
its working in neighborhoods East of the River in
2003.  The Spirit of Giving Guide is a publication which
describes nonprofits work and details opportunities

for people to contribute their dollars, time
and other types of support. The second
guide highlighted many of the YACs grantee
organizations as examples of effective civic
engagement.  Two YAC representatives are
currently involved in the third guide focused
on workforce development.  

• YAC members along with youth leaders
from other youth civic engagement groups
comprised one of four stakeholder ses-
sions to provide the CFNCR with input on
their strategic areas for the future – aca-
demic achievement and workforce
development.

• The Toys R Us Fund of the Prince
George’s Community Foundation is partner-
ing with the YAC in Prince George’s County
to facilitate all of its grantmaking for the
next three years (2005 – 2007).

• YAC members conducted informational meetings for
students, parents and nonprofits interested in the
YACs. 

• YAC members developed and led a tour for CFNCR
board members and donors of youth-led programs
funded by the YAC.

• YAC members in Montgomery County serve on the
emerging Workforce Development Commission to
address employment and broader economic issues for
youth.

• YAC members are presenting at the 2005 Council on
Foundations annual community foundation conference
about CFNCR’s work related to youth civic engage-
ment.

• YAC members helped establish the CFNCR’s Linowes
Leadership Program’s Youth Award and annually select
youth award recipients.  Established in 1997, the
Linowes Leadership Awards Program recognizes the
efforts of unsung heroes working to improve communi-
ties throughout the metropolitan Washington region
and to encourage others to follow their example of
community leadership and service.  The awards pro-
gram is one of only a few awards programs in the
region recognizing and bringing to light the compelling
stories of community leaders who are not yet on most
radar screens. The GWYPI was instrumental in CFNCR
expanding the program to include a new youth award
and YAC members have reviewed the youth applicants
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“We empower and trust our
youth to make decisions that

affect their lives.”
Adult staff

Liz Lerman Dance Exchange

GWYPI Grantee: Sol Y Soul
photo: Rick Reinhard



for the past two years, providing
their recommendations to the
Award Committee.

• YAC members and their grants
are featured in CFNCR’s external
publications.

• YAC members provide strategic
input and guidance in developing,
managing and evaluating the
Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative. They have:

• Participated in the hiring
process of all adult staff hired
for the GWYPI  since the incep-
tion of the program in 2001;

• Taken responsibility for recruit-
ing new YAC members and
grant proposals;

• Facilitated training sessions for
new YAC members;

• Co-chaired meetings;

• Developed grant guidelines and
selection criteria;

• Presented grant recommenda-
tions to the community
foundation boards; 

• Engaged in the design of a par-
ticipatory evaluation of the
GWYPI; and 

• Served as representatives of
the CFNCR on internal and
external committees and at
public events.

CFNCR is working to increase the
involvement of youth in its opera-
tions.  Ideas include training and
inviting youth to serve as board mem-
bers; establishing a permanently
endowed youth fund; hiring youth as
staff members; including YACs in fund
development activities; and establish-
ing an advisory council of youth to be
CFNCR ambassadors on key issues
(e.g., education and employment). 

Effective Grantmaking
from A Youth Perspective

Youth can be effective grantmakers in
their neighborhoods and broader
communities because they experi-

Rashon

Rashon was one of the participants in the initial DC YAC and
joined as a sophomore. He remained active on the YAC for
three years.  Through his YAC experience, Rashon broadened
his understanding about how to be a community leader. It
“made me want to give back to change the
community...Community change can happen now. Many times
people think you have to be a certain age or education[al back-
ground]. We did it by funding other youth organizations.” He
learned about nonprofit public administration as a possible
career path and the importance of sponsoring and giving funds
to support other organizations. 

Working with other YAC members, Rashon developed public
speaking skills, learned how to work as a team member, and
honed his problem-solving skills. Rashon continues to use the
skills he gained in the YAC. He currently works as a summer
school teacher for his former high school to “help the younger
generation through education in the classroom to help stu-
dents achieve their goals and dreams.” He also connects his
students to the community foundation and other organizations
so they too can learn about becoming leaders in their commu-
nities. Rashon explains “the Community Foundation made a
gigantic impression on YAC members. They took their jobs very
seriously. The Community Foundation is an excellent example
of making a difference in the community with youth.” Because
of his YAC experience, Rashon believes it is important to “help
other youth articulate [themselves] and see the value in a
child’s voice.” He views it as the responsibility of YAC members
to “advocate and let others know about opportunities.”

Looking toward the future, Rashon aims to pursue graduate
studies in Public Administration or Public Policy. He hopes to
continue his passion for education by working for a nonprofit
that deals with education reform or possible health care. In the
next 20 years Rashon hopes to make financial investments to
both sustain himself, and help the community as a sponsor
and/or funder.

Sam

Sam became the youngest member of the YAC when he joined
as a seventh grader.  The fall of 2005 will mark his third year
as a YAC participant.  Before joining the YAC, Sam had no prior
experience in leadership activities.  Because of his YAC experi-
ences, he is increasingly interested in becoming a leader and
commented that the YAC has inspired him to be “more active
in the community.”  

Sam’s work with the YAC has taught him skills needed to be an
effective leader, such as public speaking and interviewing.
Additionally, he learned how to read and analyze proposals,
skills he utilizes regularly in his schoolwork.  He used his skills
to speak about his YAC experience and the importance of giv-
ing to organizations to help the community. 

Being on the YAC also broadened Sam’s perspective on the DC
community and showed him the importance of giving kids a
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ence the issues directly — from the inside out.  Having an
opportunity to support other youth in their own communi-
ties who are working on improving the quality of life for
young people is empowering for both grantors and
grantees.

YAC members interviewed by FERA shared their perspec-
tives on grantmaking and engaging youth.  In addition to
the elements that grantmakers usually look for in a propos-
al (e.g., addresses a community need, measurable
outcomes), they identified special criteria specific to mak-
ing grants to youth-led projects.  These are:

• Programs must be clearly youth-led from the writing of
the proposal to developing and implementing the proj-
ect “It’s important that youth understand they have a

partnership with adults where youth lead and the
adults assist.” (YAC member) Youth grantseekers inter-
viewed by youth grantmakers must be able to speak as
representatives on behalf of the nonprofit organization
and be very informed about the proposal and budget.

• There must be active participation by youth grantseek-
ers in the interview/site visit process – youth must
answer questions, as opposed to adults speaking on
behalf of youth at the site visit/interview

• Youth are clearly passionate about their project

YAC members provided examples of projects they funded.
A group of students submitted a proposal.  At first, the YAC
members didn’t understand their proposal.  They had a lot
of stereotypes about this group of young people.  This led
to a long discussion about diversity.  They tried to under-
stand the importance of this grant from their perspective.
After much debate the group decided to fund the proposal
after meeting face-to-face with the students who submitted
the proposal and actually ended up giving them more funds
than they had asked for. In another case, the YAC decided
to fund an organization to hold a conference for youth on
how to start your own business.  “Four kids presented, the
adults sat in the corner.  The kids were engaged, they had
pictures.  We will do site visits next year.”  —YAC member)

YAC members also offered tips for identifying projects that
were not youth-led.  Known as “red flags” throughout the
GWYPI, YAC members generally decline proposals when
one of more of the following are present. 

Red flags included: 

• Adults presenting the proposal  “Two adults present-
ed...the youth had no role.  We didn’t fund them.”

“In Prince George’s County the 
YAC members met with board
members to talk about their

experiences as grantmakers. The
young people talked about

stewardship. It was helpful to hear
from a group of youth…it was a

good reminder of why we are
doing this work. It was so

affirming to hear youth talking
about the work. It gave board

members an opportunity to step
back and think about their own

work.”
Desiree Griffin-Moore, Executive Director,
Prince George’s Community Foundation

Prince George’s County YAC Member 
photo: Daniel McNeill
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• Youth presenting the proposal
can’t answer any questions about
the proposal or the organization.

• Proposals that request funds to
be used solely for adult staff sup-
port.

Youth Engagement In
Organizations

This section of the document pro-
vides organizations and funders with
information, ideas and resources to
support engaging youth as leaders in
organizations.  Drawing from existing
literature, the value of involving youth,
conditions that support meaningful
youth development and key effective
practices for involving youth in philan-
thropy are identified.  These are
followed by specific actions your
organization or foundation can take to
begin the process of engaging youth.

Engaging youth in these organizations
is valuable because it:

• “Represents a key constituency
in the community;

• Adds to membership, volunteers,
and audiences;

• Brings and implements new
ideas while offering unique and
important perspectives;

• Brings special skills and interests;

• Recruits other young people; 

• Persuades and inspire audiences,
young and old, to become
involved; and 

• Develops life-long habits of civic
involvement.”
—Zener, Himmelman and Shea
1999

Conditions for changing organizations
to include youth in meaningful ways
include:

• “The board of directors is com-
mitted to youth governance and
entrepreneurial decision-making;

voice.  “It’s such an amazing experience.  I’ve met new people,
learned new things.  It has really make me a great person.”
The YAC experience has influenced Sam’s future plans and he
aims to stay involved in the community and continue giving
back.  He reflected, “When I was little I wanted to be an artist
or a professional athlete.  I am no longer interested in being a
star or having a huge house.  Now I’m interested in helping the
community with what I do.”

Susan

Susan joined the YAC while in ninth grade and has served on
the committee for three years.  Coming from a family that
emphasizes the importance of community service, Susan has
also volunteered for a number of organizations.

Because of the YAC Susan has become much more interested
in being a community leader. Both YAC participants and
grantees have broadened her understanding of her community,
made her aware of a variety of issues that youth confront, and
introduced her to the numerous organizations trying to address
those problems. She points to the importance of engaging
youth in the solution to problems that affect youth as they have
a different and “fresh” perspective. “Talking to YAC members
with different backgrounds has inspired me and made me feel
that I want to do more.” 

Like many YAC members, Susan has learned about herself and
her community. The YAC has “made me more aware, broadened
my view and made me think about the world in a broader way.”
The whole grantmaking process “was empowering and made
me develop leadership qualities, helped me develop an identi-
ty and identify issues I’m interested in focusing my energy on.
[It has helped me] decide what kind of an individual I want to
be. It put me in situations I wasn’t familiar with and had to take
a leadership position and focus on people with very different
experiences than myself – different race/ethnicity, economics,
and neighborhoods. It made me examine the way I live and
interact with my friends.” 

She also learned about other youth from different socio-eco-
nomic and racial/ethnic backgrounds. She was one out of two
who attended a private school and one of the few white youth
in the YAC. “It was really different for me because I live in a
community that is mostly white and mostly upper-class. I was
a minority for the first time. I had to quickly adapt. It felt
strange at first but now I feel so comfortable among all the YAC
members—more comfortable than with my friends.”

Through the YAC, Susan has developed a number of leadership
and decision-making skills. “I learned good life skills and use
[them] in the classroom. The vital skill of a leader is to consid-
er everyone else’s opinions.” She argues that it’s important for
youth to develop leadership skills early on “because we’re the
leaders for tomorrow. The better trained we are as youth the
better we’ll be as adults and be better able to affect change in
our communities. Youth can also be leaders today.”  Though
Susan does not know where she wants to go to college or what
she will major in, she is committed to learning Spanish so that
she can work with Latino communities.
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• Adult leaders strongly advocated
for including young people in
decision-making roles;

• Youth provide pressure and sup-
port for increasing youth
participation in governance;

• Adults need a variety of experi-
ences with youth;

• Organizations provide support for
youth to advance through a vari-
ety of decision-making
opportunities;

• Organizations involve older youth
in governance positions early on
in the organizational change
process.” 
—Zeldin et al 2001, p. 45-48

Effective Practices

One of the most critical elements of
successfully engaging youth is an
organization’s ability to satisfy the
social and developmental needs of
the youth participants, while main-
taining the programmatic and
administrative standards of the spon-
soring organization.  In order for the
sponsoring organization to meet
these needs, a number of practices
must be implemented. The capacity
of an organization to successfully
implement and sustain a youth phi-
lanthropy initiative or to effectively
engage youth includes: the financial
and material resources of the organi-
zation; staff capacity: and the youth
development and program manage-
ment experience of the primary staff.
An organization’s leadership must
learn new ways to integrate youth
leaders into the organization’s operat-
ing principles and practices and be
willing share decision-making power. 

Following are some recommended
effective practices for organizations
interested in developing a youth phi-
lanthropy initiative. These practices
were developed based upon CFNCR’s
experience with the Greater
Washington Youth Philanthropy
Initiative.  Many of these practices
are also relevant to any organization
interested in engaging youth.  For

more information about effective
practices refer to the publication
“Best Practices in Youth
Philanthropy” —Garza and Stevens
2002 and visit www.youthgrantmak-
ers.org.

Recommendations:

1. Youth training. Build the skills and
knowledge of youth to design,
implement and manage the pro-
gram. Skill-building and trainings
include: diversity training, prob-
lem-solving, facilitation, conflict
resolution, public speaking, pro-
posal review, understanding
financial statements, conducting
interviews and site visits, issue
training on topics of interest to
youth (e.g., youth violence pre-
vention, teen health, youth
employment, etc.), and an
overview of philanthropy and the
nonprofit sector. Young people
should have the authority to
determine everything from the
time and day of council meetings,
type of training they are interest-
ed in, to the criteria used to
review and make their grant deci-
sions.

2. Sustainability. Develop mecha-
nisms and resources to increase
program stability and longevity
(Garza and Stevens 2002).
Secure adequate funding for
operating costs of the program.
This includes funding for training,
salaries for key staff (youth work-
er and other program
management staff), for youth
service organization partners,
transportation/food costs for
youth, youth stipends and/or
scholarships to recognize the
time commitment of young people,
program evaluation, communica-
t i o n s , a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l
development. On-going sources
of grantmaking dollars are also
critical to sustaining an initiative. 

A key element of ensuring 
sustainability is that the organiza-
tion’s leadership understands
and values youth leadership and
how it facilitates meeting the
organization’s mission.

3. Adult training. Provide training for
adults (staff and board members)
in the organization on how to
work effectively with young peo-
ple. Training should minimally
include basic youth development
principles, becoming an adult
ally, and sharing power with
youth.

4. Support of youth. Secure institu-
tional support for engaging youth
at every level of the organization
from the receptionist that will
ensure that young people can
easily access the office for after-
hours meetings, to the executive
director and board chair.  Provide
youth access to phones, comput-
ers, and to the governance board
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Young Women’s Project teen staff member prepares to
facilitate a focus group with girl crew members for the
Save Our Sisters Campaign.

Photo: Jeane Garcia



who must approve the grants and can secure
resources for the initiative.

5. Community partnerships. Build partnerships with other
organizations to provide opportunities, supports, and
services that the sponsoring organization does not
provide (e.g. tutoring, employment, college prep, arts
programs, recreational opportunities, health care,
counseling).  Youth philanthropy is not just about
grantmaking. It is a youth development program that
encompasses youth service and youth leadership
which leads to engagement and advocacy. To be suc-
cessful, the initiative must support the developmental
needs of the whole young person through availability of
trained and dedicated staff, and the ability of the
organization to partner with other organizations that
can provide other services, supports, and opportuni-
ties as needed.

6. Communications/Education. Develop internal commu-
nication and reporting procedures that help all staff
and board members understand the program’s pur-

pose, and provide updates on progress and outcomes.
Regular communication is needed to ensure that the
leadership of the sponsoring organization (staff and
board) understands initiative goals, intended and actu-
al outcomes, and the value of youth leadership and its
link to the organization’s mission.  Develop external
communication and public relations procedures/mate-
rials that allow youth, staff and board to effectively
promote the initiative, to build support, and to expand
its outreach.

7. Integration. Develop a plan to integrate youth as lead-
ers into the operational and decision-making
structures of the initiative and the sponsoring organi-
zation.  Youth leaders must be visible and part of
sponsoring organization’s family/operations through
ongoing participation in other foundation programs
and events, as well as visibility in the organization’s
publications, and website. Externally youth leaders can
serve as representatives of the foundation on commit-
tees, for the media, as presenters at conferences, etc.

8. Recognition. Develop and implement ways to recognize
and acknowledge the work and accomplishments of
youth participants and partners in the initiative.
Provide opportunities and public recognition events
(press conferences, annual celebrations) to celebrate
accomplishments among youth grantmakers, their
families, friends, youth grantees and other partners,
funders/donors.  Parties, dances and informal social
outings are other ways for youth leaders to celebrate
their accomplishments.

9. Networks. Build community and expand youth’s net-
works by opening avenues for connections between
youth and their peers, youth and adults, and youth and
other community organizations.  Provide opportunities
for youth grantmakers and youth grantees to network,
build relationships among themselves, and with other
organizations and community networks. 

10. Recruitment. Youth are the key to successful recruit-
ment and retention of council members.  As
ambassadors of the initiative, they are responsible for
recruiting new youth councilmembers and grantees
through schools, friends, families and other youth
organizations. GWYPI had an 85% retention rate as a
result of youth-to-youth recruitment. Most young peo-
ple who did not return either had other commitments
(the need to work after school or take care of siblings)
or graduated from high school and went on to college.

11. Staff support. Primary initiative staff must have a
combination of skills including youth work (youth devel-
opment/facilitation/empowerment), as well as
program management (fundraising/grantmaking/eval-
uation). The ideal staffing scenario requires a team of
two staff to provide a strong balance of skills, as it is
rare to find these skills in one person.

Youth Engagement and Grantmaking in the National Capital Region (2001-2005) 27

GWYPI Grantee: Youth Action Research
Group at DC City Council Hearing

photo: Amanda Huron



28 Youth Engagement and Grantmaking in the National Capital Region (2001-2005)

12. Orientations. Hold orientations for youth grantseekers
and adult representatives from nonprofits to help them
understand what is meant by “youth-led” programs
and how to develop strong proposals that meet the cri-
teria for being youth-led.  Hold orientations for parents
and adult staff of sponsoring organization to ensure
their understanding of the program and support of the
youth involved.

Taking Action - How To Engage Youth 

What Can Your Organization Do?

Organizations, whether youth-serving or not, can benefit
from engaging youth.  Your organization may already involve
youth to some degree, or may be just starting to think
about the idea.  Here are some very practical ideas about
ways to start or to move forward.  

• Learn more about effective youth engagement - read,
visit organizations already doing this work (invite some
of the youth in your organization to go, too).

• Engage board and staff in a discussion of where your
organization fits on the continuum and decide where
you would like to be.  Engage young people in this dia-
logue.

• Provide opportunities for youth and adults in your
organization to get to know each other – celebrations,
activities with some structured activities designed to
promote interaction, discussions about an idea or
issue that both adults and youth care about, do a serv-
ice project together .

• Encourage youth to apply for a grant from the Youth
Advisory Council in your area.

• Invite youth to provide input on programming or an
upcoming decision- they can identify strengths, areas
for improvement and possible solutions.

• Invite youth to take leadership in developing and imple-
menting an activity or program component.

• Involve youth in developing criteria for, interviewing and
selecting staff.

• Develop a youth advisory group.

• Select youth representatives (more than one) to serve
as board members.

• Hire youth staff members or interns.

• Develop a youth speakers bureau.

• Involve youth in program design/implementation.

• Involve youth as grantmakers/fundraisers.

What Can Funders Do?

The greater Washington area has both local and national
level organizations providing a unique opportunity to lever-
age this work at both levels.  Funders can think about how
and whether to engage youth in their own organizations as
well as how to leverage youth involvement in community-
based and national level organizations.  In terms of
leveraging the work, funders either individually or collabo-
ratively could:

Use your influence to leverage this work 

• Host/fund a forum of funders, organizations and youth
to identify future directions for the region.

• Talk to your colleagues, funder to funder, about why it
is important to fund youth engagement efforts and
about why foundations should engage youth in their
work.

• Connect organizations and people to national
resources (people, publications, organizations, confer-
ences etc.) that could inform local work.

• Highlight and share different models and success sto-
ries.

• Make engaging youth a part of your criteria for grant
funding along with support for training and capacity
building for youth-led groups/organizations.

Provide funding

• Provide resources for training and capacity-building
focused on leadership development, civic engagement
and youth organizing (Listen 2005)

• Invest in strengthening the infrastructure of organiza-
tions and networks that have the desire to fully engage
young people as decision-makers within their institu-
tions and the community (Listen 2005)

• Invest in emerging and existing youth-led organizations
and efforts (Listen 2005)

• Support cohort work and the efforts of a core group of
organizations to strengthen their youth engagement
strategies (Listen 2005)

• Offer multi-year support for organizations working with
immigrant youth (Washington Area Partnership for
Immigrants 2005).

• Support relevant evaluation and research efforts and
interactive opportunities to analyze research findings,
understand their implications and develop recommen-
dations and lessons learned. 

Engage youth in your own foundation

• Ask young people what your foundation could do to
engage them.

• Invite Youth Advisory Council members to present to
your board/staff and/or to donors 



• Hire younger staff in their 20’s as
bridges—nearer to being peers
to younger people.

• If you don’t have the capacity,
time or staff resources to start
your own Youth Advisory Council
make a grant to The Community
Foundation for the National
Capital Region’s GWYPI to re-
grant funds to youth led projects
or to your local youth philanthro-
py program or other youth civic
engagement programs.

• Offer a stepping stone into a
career in philanthropy by provid-
ing internship opportunities for
Youth Advisory Council alumni
and other youth interested in pur-
suing foundation or nonprofit
work.

• Model the importance of engag-
ing youth by including them in
your foundation’s work - establish
a Youth Advisory Council and/or
select youth to serve as board
members.

Conclusion

Creating positive community change
and successfully weaving the social
fabric of our neighborhoods, regions
and country requires the engagement
and collective action  of both young
people and adults from all walks of
life. Four years of evaluation research
have found that young people can
effectively serve as responsible stew-
ards and as leaders working to
improve the quality of life of their
peers in their neighborhoods and
regions. These leaders—ordinary, but
extraordinary young people—are mak-
ing a difference in some of the most
marginalized neighborhoods in our
Nation’s Capitol. We hope that our
story and experiences have inspired
you to share power with young people
and think strategically  about how to
engage them as leaders in your organi-
zation’s work.
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“We have a powerful potential
in our youth, and we must

have the courage to change
old ideas and practices so
that we may direct their

power toward good ends.”
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Websites

*Center for Youth as Resources www.yar.org

Council of Michigan Foundations www.youthgrantmak-
ers.org

Coalition of Community Foundations for Youth
www.ccfy.org

*Co/Motion: A National Program of the Alliance for
Justice www.comotionmakers.org

Community Impact www.community-impact.net

Community Partnerships with Youth Inc.  www.cpy-
inc.org

Do Something www.dosomething.org

*Facilitating Leadership in Youth (FLY) www.fly.org

The Forum for Youth Investment www.forumforyouthin-
vestment.org

Funders’ Collaborative on Youth Organizing
www.fcyo.org

*The Innovation Center for Community and Youth
Development

www.theinnovationcenter.org (Chevy Chase,
Maryland)

*Justice 4 DC Youth! Coalition
www.justice4DCyouth.org

*Listen Inc. www.lisn.org

*The Young Women’s Project www.youngwomenspro-
ject.org

*Youth Action Research Group (YARG)
http://socialjustice.georgetown.edu/research/yarg/

Youth on Board www.youthonboard.org

*Youth Education Alliance 

Youth Leadership Institute www.yli.org

Youth Outreach, The Points of Light Foundation
www.pointsoflight.org

*Located in the Washington, DC Area

The Community Foundation for the National Capital Region
was established in 1973 with a “mission to facilitate indi-
vidual, family and organizational giving at all levels to
improve the quality of life in the metropolitan Washington
region.  CFNCR is one of the fastest growing community
foundations in the country, with more than $250 million in
new philanthropic capital raised in the past three years.  It
is also one of the most generous community foundations
in the nation, with total giving topping $83 million in fiscal
year 2005.  To obtain additional copies of this report or for
more information about the Greater Washington Youth
Philanthropy Initiative please contact:  

E. Bomani Johnson, Program Officer
The Community Foundation 
for the National Capital Region
1201 15th Street, NW Suite 420
Washington, DC 20005
Phone (202) 955-5890 ext. 113
www.cfncr.org
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