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THANK A YOUTH WORKER

By Bill Stanczykiewicz
Driving north on Broadway Avenue in Gary reveals a postcard of urban blight. Abandoned buildings cast shadows over vacant storefronts that are turning into rubble while makeshift signs honor the departed hometown son, Michael Jackson.

The only bright lights on the avenue belong to a pay day loan center, a business that offers quick cash in return for high fees and even higher interest rates. Fortunately, the avenue also is home to the Boys and Girls Clubs of Northwest Indiana, which remains in the neighborhood to be part of the solution.

That solution would not be possible without people like Bertha Payne, a veteran youth worker who oversees the clubs’ programs in six community locations. “We are making kids aware of what is possible in their lives,” Payne said, explaining why she works with young people in the midst of poverty, crime and desolation. “If they know the information and know the opportunities, then they know they can be successful. As my mother used to say, ‘If you knew better, you would do better.’”

This information and inspiration are delivered to countless youth in Indiana by dedicated youth-serving professionals in summer and after-school youth programs, camps and youth ministries. For the first time, their efforts are being recognized during national “Thank a Youth Worker Day,” on November 5.

The recognition is well-deserved. According to youth development studies summarized by the National Research Council (NRC), “Participation in voluntary structured activities during nonschool time is associated with development of positive identity, increased initiative, positive relationships with diverse peers and adults, better school achievement, reduced rates of dropping out of school, reduced delinquency, and more positive outcomes in adulthood.”

This life-changing effectiveness would not be possible without the tireless efforts of youth workers who are dedicated to the well-being of children and youth. Just ask the kids. In a review of youth surveys, the NRC found, “the quality of relationships with adults comes up again and again as a critical feature” of youth programs that have a positive impact. Positive relationships with youth workers “provide an environment of reinforcement, good modeling, and constructive feedback for physical, intellectual, psychological and social growth.”

The stellar impact of youth workers often is accompanied by less-than-stellar working conditions. While nearly two-thirds of Indiana’s youth-serving professionals have a college degree, their median salary is just $28,000. While this is in line with the state’s median income, the typical youth-worker salary is about $15,000 lower than Indiana’s median income for residents with a college education.

Despite this economic reality, youth workers persist in their efforts on behalf of kids. A statewide survey found that youth workers stay in the field because of their commitment to – and enjoyment from – working with youth, their unique opportunities to “make a difference” in the lives of youth, and the personal satisfaction gained from building skills in youth.

“I was shy and quiet when I was a teenager, but TEENPOWER taught me about myself and helped me build confidence in myself,” said Stephanie Roland, who now is an executive with Old National Bank in Evansville.

“People see me now and think I was always this way, working as a successful professional, but that is not the case,” Roland said. “TEENPOWER made all the difference in the world to me.”

TEENPOWER still serves 400 young people each year. The program would not happen without youth workers like Phyllis Kincaid, Ann Burnworth, Krista Decker and Emily Strahle who created and continue to sustain TEENPOWER through Youth Resources of Southwest Indiana.

No youth workers, no youth programs. It’s that simple.

Casey Cline and Travis Taflinger graduated from college and returned to their hometown of Kokomo, where they noticed a lack of after-school activities for kids. Lacking a budget, the two youth ministers use space in local school buildings, vans from local churches and computers in public libraries to run “Bridges Outreach,” an after-school and summer program for 250 youth.

Not having their own resources is not a problem. “People change lives,” Taflinger said, “not buildings or computers.”

Those people are dedicated youth-serving professionals helping to raise the next generation of Hoosiers. We can support their efforts by donating our money and volunteering our time. And we can start simply by saying: Thank you!

Bill Stanczykiewicz is President & CEO of the Indiana Youth Institute.  He can be reached at iyi@iyi.org.

 
###
(Note to editors: IYI provides members of the media free data research and information on sources for stories on youth issues. To access this service or to arrange an interview with IYI President and CEO Bill Stanczykiewicz, please contact Glenn Augustine, vice president—communications at 800-343-7060, 317-396-2734 or gaugustine@iyi.org.)
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