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As researchers seek to understand and design after-school learning envi-
ronments, it is important that young people themselves be part of the in-
quiry process. Young people, in collaboration with adults, are well situated
to design and carry out research about their schools, neighborhoods, and af-
ter-school programs. Such partnerships not only produce important find-
ings and useful knowledge; they also support broader youth development
goals by incorporating youth voice into program decision-making and by
providing youth the opportunity to effect community change (Horsch, Lit-
tle, Chase Smith, Goodyear, & Harris, 2002). Despite increasing evidence
of the benefits of youth participation in community development and insti-
tutional change (Youniss et al, 2002; Zeldin, McDaniel, Topitzes, &
Calvert, 2000, it is still uncommon for researchers to collaborate in the re-
search process with youth themselves.

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. We first address a conceptual gap
by offering a framework for understanding youth—adult research partner-
ships. We then use this framework to examine two research projects in
which university researchers (ourselves included) collaborated with youth
to examine their neighborhoods, schools, and after-school programs. We
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conclude with a discussion of the benefits, challenges, and implications of
youth—adult research collaborations.

THEORIZING YOUTH-ADULT RESEARCH PARTNERSHIPS
why Do We Need a Framework?

Methods such as participatory action research, empowerment evaluation,
and inquiry-based reform have been designed to ease the tensions between
researchers and practitioners and to improve understandings of lecal con-
text and processes (Fetterman, 1996; Fullan, 1993; Rapoport, 1985). These
techniques recognize the importance of local knowledge and expertise in
formulating and answering research questions. However, these research
methods have focused primarily on working with adult practitioners, pro-
gram participants, and school personnel. Research methodology remains a
domain in which young people’s “competence and ability to participate is
undervalued” (Hart, 1992, p. 17).

Although examples of youth—adult research partnerships are rare, a grow-
ing number of groups have engaged young people in the research process
across a variety of contexts—from schools to community youth organizations
to after-school programs (Fielding, 2001; Horsch et al,, 2002; McLaughlin,
Itby, & Langman, 2001; Meucci & Schwab, 1997; Penuel & Freeman, 1997;
Schwab, 1997; Youth IMPACT, 2001). Studies of these projects highlight the
benefits of working with young people in the research process, such as im-
proved access to youth perspectives. However, they do not provide a frame-
work for understanding what youth—adulr research partnerships mighe look
like or the relevant dimensions to consider in such efforts. It is this gap in our
understanding of yourh involvement in research that we address here. Our
framework highlights some of the tradeoffs that arise when involving youth in
research in different ways and illustrates how research purposes influence de-
cisions about how to collaborate with young people.

Framework for Understanding Youth—
Adult Research Partnerships

Research with youth takes varied forms across multiple dimensions.
Here we offer a framework through which to analyze our own work in or-

Yielding (2001) developed 2 framework for conceprualizing student involvement in school im-
provement efforts that reflects the range of ways in which students can be engaged in research projects,
from data sources to researchers. Fielding’s framework serves as an important starting point in under-
standing how youth and school personnel can work together to improve schools. In focusing on the
school setting, however, Fielding does not offer a more global framework for understanding youth—adu'lr
research partnerships that span neighborhoods and other contexts in youth's lives. Also, the relationship
berween an adulr, university hased researcher and a young person in: a local community may be quite dif-
ferent from that between teachers and students in a school.
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der to illuminate the benefits and challenges of working in partnership
with youth researchers. Drawing from literature on research methodol-
ogy and youth development, we develop a typology of strategies for con-
ducting research with youth (see Table 7.1). This typology begins with
the most familiar research strategies, those that involve youth as “infor-
mants.” These represent the most common approaches to studying
youth development in after-school contexts and have played an invalu-
able role in building the knowledge base in this area (for a helpful review

TABLE 7.1
Framework for Understanding Research With Youth

Youth Youth Youth
as Research Informants as Research Assistants  as Research Parmers
Youth-Adule Little to Some (Quasipartners Full Partners
Relationship Interaction
Youth Development Limited Basic Skills Youth Development
Expertise/ Adult researchers are Adules are experts on Youth are experts on
Knowledge experts; decide what questions; youth not  questions; local
is important; create  necessatily knowledge valued;
knowledge knowledge creators  youth generate
knowledge wich help
of adults
Ownership Situated primarily in  Attempts to share  Fully shared
research institutions
Audience Academic, Mixed audience; Primarily local
policymaking, vouth may have audience; may
research audience;  some say in data use extend to others;
adults have control  and presentation shared control over
over dara use and data use and
presentation presentation
Ecological Validity ~ Varies from study Improved Improved
to study

2A wide variety of approaches—{rom survey tesearch to ethnography—fall under this category. The
relationship between tesearchers and informants in ethnography, for example, is likely to be more devel-
oped than that in a survey design. Similarly, researchers within this category may develop techniques to
support youth learning and development. Rather than explore the multiple distinctions within this cate-
gory, however, we treat it broadly in order to distinguish it from approaches in which youth are more ac-
tively involved in the reseatch process.
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of this development research, see Eccles & Gootman, 2001; Roth,
Brooks-Gunn, Murray, & Foster, 1998).

We focus on the difference between this approach, in which youth's rele
in the research process is largely to respond to adult inquiries, and more par-
ticipatory research strategies, which involve young people as “research as-
sistants” or as “research pareners.” This second distinction—between youth
as assistants and as partners—is an important one; it clarifies the different
types of collaborative research relationships adults can form with youth and
the decisions and challenges that need to be addressed in implementing
these strategies. Although we do not argue that such collaborative research
should replace conventional methods of tesearch about youth or af-
ter-school programming, we highlight the promise and challenge of this un-
familiar terrain. [n the sections that follow, we outline the dimensions that
give shape to these distinct research strategies.

Youth-Adult Relationship. COne of the first dimensions that must be
considered when conducting research about or with youth is the nature of
the youth-adult relationship. What roles will youth have? What will the in-
teraction between youth and adults look like! Most social science research
that includes youth falls under the youth as informants category. In this case,
adults determine the research relationship and the youth—adult interaction,
which may vary from little interaction between an adult tesearcher and a
youth respondent {e.g., filling in a survey) to greater interaction (e.g., in an
adult-led focus group or interview).

Youth as vesearch assistants and youth as research partners strategies require
a mental changing of frames (Mitra, 2001) about the role of youth (and of
adults) in the research process. For this approach to be successful, research-
ers need to redefine and reshape prevailing notions of youth and adult roles
so that youth—adult interactions become more equal and more focused on
shared decision-making and shared work (Camino, 2000). (Similarly, there
has been a strong push within participatory action research and empower-
ment evaluation literature for increased collaboration and democratic part-
nership berween researchers and local participants; e.g., Fetterman, 1996;
Rapoport, 1985). Such partnerships recognize and draw on the strengths
that adults and youth bring to the research process. Adults may share their
expertise about research methods, for example, whereas youth contribute
their knowledge about their schools and neighborhoods. Also, academic or
policymaking audiences may be more accessible because of the connections
of adult researchers, and youth involvement may bring greater legitimacy
and relevance for practitioners and local community members. This type of
collaborative partnership may be especially critical for youth in terms of de-
creasing the alienation of local people from the research and program plan-
ning process {(Hart, 1992). Rather than assuming that the data collected by
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adult researchers can speak for youth, in partnership relationships young
people are involved as active participants in the research process.

We frame our understanding of youth—adult parmerships as including both
“quasi” and “full” partnership artangements. In quasi-partnerships, youth are
involved as research assistants, collecting and analyzing data in response to di-
rection by adult researchers. Generally, youth in this arrangement do not lead
the development of lines of inquiry. In full research parmerships, youth and
adults work together to generate research questions and to collect and analyze
data. These two levels reflect different pareership configurations that can arise
as adults and youth negotiate their relationship with each other. They are alsoa
function of research purpose and method. Research aimed at tallying the num-
ber of youth organizations in 2 community, for example, might rot benefit from
the involvement of youth. Research seeking to assess the value of these youth
resources, however, might engage youth either in quasi or full partnerships.

Youth Development.  Building the strength and capacity of local partic-
ipants is an important feature of participatory acticn research and empower-
ment evaluation (Fawcett et al., 1996; Fetterman, 1996; Hart, 1992; Linney
& Wandersman, 1996; Mayer, 1996; Rapoport, 1985). In translating this
into research with youth, we have chosen to use the concept of youth devel-
opment. Leaming and development are central aspects of any participatory
project with youth (Caminoe, 2000; Fielding, 2001; Hart, 1992). We divide
this learning into two general types—skill development and more compre-
hensive youth development.

Skill development refers to technical research skills such as interviewing, con-
ducting ohservations, writing up field notes, and analyzing data. Often, how-
ever, youth—adult research partnerships are more than just opportunities to
master discrete skills. Youth development relates to supports and opportunities
that foster more general themes of agency and persistence as well as communi-
cation, cooperation, and collective action. Research partmerships offer youth
meaningful roles and responsibilities identified as central to youth development
(Costello, Toles, Spielberger, & Wynn, 2000, Eccles & Gootman, 2001). Inad-
dition, these partnerships can stimulate empoweting leaming by allowing
young people to understand problerns and barriers to change and to develop
strategies to overcome them (Hart, 1992). Although we make a conceptual dis-
tinction between basic skill development and youth development, the bound-
aries are not rigid and there is great interaction between them.

When youth are informants, youth development in the research process
is limited as this is not often a primary goal of these strategies.” When work-

e recognize that youth development is ofren a goal of research, no matter which of these strategies
it employs, in that researchers aim to improve practice and thereby imptove the developmental effective-
ness of after-school programs. What we wish to emphasize here is the developmental nature of the actual
process of research.
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ing in collaboration with youth, as in the youth as research assistants and
youth as research partners categories, yourh development is often a focus of
the research process, either implicitly or explicitly. In other words, although
youth development may nor be the stated purpose, youth are still likely to be
exposed to powerful learning experiences. When youth act as research assis-
tants, their training and work often focuses on data collection and perhaps
analysis. This [evel of involvement may provide youth with basic skill devel-
opment, but not necessarily more comprehensive developmental supports
and opportunities. When youth are involved as full research partners, they
are more likely to have transformative developmental experiences as they
are more engaged in defining and coming to understand research problems,
questions and findings, are placed in positions of greater responsibility, and
have more participatory and nonhierarchical interactions with adults.

Expertise/Knowledge. Conceptions of expertise and knowledge com-
prise the third dimension in our framework. Differences in expertise have
been described as one of the “factars making for endemic tensions” in re-
searcher—participant collaborations {Rapoport, 1985, p. 268). Variations in
skills, expertise, and values may become institutionalized in training pro-
grams, which establish hierarchies of legitimate or credible knowledge that
place scientific, theoretical, or academic knowledge above local or practical
knowledge. This process is exacerbated in research on youth issues, as young
people’s knowledge and understandings are often undervalued or seen as in-
valid (Hart, 1992).*

In the youth as informants research strategies, expertise resides within
adule researchers. Although they may focus their efforts on gaining informa-
tion from youth or eliciting youth voice, adult researchers maintain the lo-
cus of control, determining what is important {e.g., by choosing research
questions and designing survey instruments or interview protocols) and us-
ing data from youth to create knowledge. In addition, the primary aim of
knowledge creation is often theoretical and intended to make a contribu-
tion to the scientific field, rather than having an immediate practical influ-
ence on program design or practice.

In the youth as research assistants strategy, expertise and knowledge is
more mixed, but leans in the direction of adult researchers. Adults are still
experts on what matters in terms of the research frame and questions;

*The valuing of local knowledge seems to be gaining more mainstream appeal, as evidenced by
Lerner eral.’s (2000) discussion of the need to expand our ideas of what constitutes knowledge. They ar-
gue that seientific knowledge, historically the source of “basic knowledge,” must be supplemented by
community understandings of the relational interplay between knowledge and local context. Moreover,
they maintain that knowledge is not just defined by “scientist-derived data,” concluding that, “a learning
collaboration between scholars and community members must become a part of the knowledge geneta-
tion process” (p. 13). (See also Greeno et al., 1999, and Zeidin, 2000, for related discussions.)
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however youth are seen as experr data collectors, knowing what contexts
matter and how best to uncover informarion. While engaged ini the data
collection process in this way, youth researchers may or may not be seen as
knowledge creators.

The youth as research partners strategy draws on the expertise and
knowledge of young pecple and their communities. Youth are seen to have
fuller contextual knowledge; they become experts, determining what ques-
tions are impaortant as well as the appropriate data collection strategies. As
analysts of data, young people become creators of new knowledge. In addi-
tion, the rationale for the research is determined in collaboration with
vouth. As a result, research will typically lead to the creation of practical
knowledge thac can contribute to meeting needs that are valued by youth
themselves. As in other dimensions, the purpose of the research will
strongly influence the types of knowledge and expertise desired and there-
fore the research relationship berween adults and youth.

Ownership. We define swnership as a phenomenon in which people
care about the research activity, are engaged in it, take responsibiliry for
the outcome, and, in most cases, literally “own” the dara that has been
collected. This concept helps distinguish conventional research from
newer models of parricipatory action research with youth. In research
traditions where youth are tnformants, ownership is situated primarily in
research institutions. The youth themselves often have limited knowl-
edge of the purpose of the research project, and thus have little incentive
to care deeply about its results (even if the results may have long-term
consequences that are quite relevant to their lives). In contrast, in re-
search projects that collaborate with youth, shared ownership is a key
goal, especially if the research partnership aims to benefit from the local
expertise and unique insights of yourh.

Community Youth Mapping (Academy for Educational Development,
2001} is one example of a research endeavor in which youth ownership is
promoted. Youth mapping is a strategy thar enables young people to work
together and with adults to document the places and resources available to
them and their families. Goals and strategies are developed locally, de-
pending on the needs and priorities of the community. Examples of partici-
patory action research also seek to share ownership with youth by
collaborating on research design and implementation {see, e.g., Meucci &
Schwab, 1997). In both of these cases, youth are not merely research assis-
tants trained to collect data, but instead share responsibility for the direc-
tion and purpose of the project.

The degree to which authentically shared ownership is achieved depends
on the relationship between youth and adult researchers. Attempts to share
ownership with youth as research assistants tend to be one-sided because
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the youth themselves do not design the project. They may carry out research
activities, bur without being involved in research design, they may not care
deeply about or understand the broader goals. In contrast, when working
with youth as research partners, ownership is more likely to be fully shared
because the research design itself is a collaborative endeavor.

Audience. The audience for and dissemination of research findings is
another dimension that distinguishes research strategies, and it follows logi-
cally from distinctions about ownership. Traditionally, the audience for re-
search on youth issues is found in academic, philanthropic, and
policymaking communities, whether advancing theory or identifying impli-
cations for practice. In either case, consumers of the research are likely to be
professionals who are familiar with the vocabulary and techniques of schol-
arly reporting, It is much less common for the audience of youth research to
be youth themselves or residents of the communities where they live. This
dimension, too, would be one that distinguishes working with youth as re-
search partners from the other two research strategies. Although youth as
research assistants may be more likely to have mixed audiences—including
community members and university researchers—it is still motivated by the
leadership and goals of adult researchers. By contrast, the goal for youth as
research partners is more likely to reach a primarily local audience, com-
prised of youth, parents, youth workers, and teachers.

In addition, dissemination activities associated with each research strat-
egy raise important questions: Who gets to use the data that is collected and
how! Whose voice counts in relating the findings! Who speaks in the name
of youth (Baksh-Soodeen, 2001)? Methads in which youth are informants
typically speak to academic audiences; research findings are compiled and
presented by adult researchers skilled in speaking to such audiences. When
adults engage with youth as research assistants, youth may have limited in-
volvement in determining how datais analyzed and presented. For example,
they may be asked to do preliminary daca analysis, but adults would produce
the final results. [n the youth as research partners strategy, youth are central
todecisions around how the data is used and presented. Young people play a
critical role in dissemination and opportunities are created for youth to
speak for themselves through a variety of forms tailored to reach a more lo-
cal programmatic and policymaking audience.

A youth program that we observed as part of a multisite study of after-
school centers provides one example of local audience and dissemination.
A group of students identified sexual harassment as an issue that they
wanted to change in their school. With the assistance of an adult facilita-
tor, the students began a year-long project involving interviews with ad-
ministrators, surveys of students, and research on school district policy.
The results of their research were communicated to students in workshops
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at schools across the district and through a handbook given out to all stu-
dents. The group succeeded in persuading the school board to tevise its
policies and procedures regarding sexual harassment. In sum, the findings,
which were substantial, were channeled back to the constituency that was
most affected by the problem. Although there was most likely theoretical
significance to the research as well, what was most important to the youch
activists was to make sure they reached the audience that would be most
impacted by the study.’

Ecological Validity. Researchers of youth development have grown
increasingly critical of methods and experiments that are isolated from the
natural contexts in which youth lead their lives (Lerner, Fisher, & Wein-
berg, 2000; Zeldin, 2000). Many well-designed laboratory experiments
and survey instruments are ctiticized for lacking ecological validity, refer-
ring to the extent to which research maintains the integrity of the real life
situations it is designed to investigate {Cole, 1996). Do the environments
in which the research takes place, and the variables in question, represent
the everyday lived experience of people being studied—*rhe actual ecol-
ogy of human development” (Lerner et al., 2000, p. 14)? Echnography is
one answer to this criticism; it represents an effort to understand the local
realities and culturally specific meanings that contextualize youth’s expe-
riences (Burton, Obeidallah, & Allison, 1996).

Unlike ownership or audience, ecological validity is not a dimension
that necessarily differentiates the three research strategies. After all, the
job of skilled adult ethnographers is to gain insider knowledge through
spending time in a particular setting and developing trusting relationships
with the people there (Johnson, 1997). Even surveys and experimental
tasks have the potential to reflect the lived experience of research infor-
mants (Cole, 1996). Nevertheless, collaborating with youth to conduct re-
search has the potential to strengthen ecological validity in ways that
adults may be unable to do alone. In work with youth as research assis-
tants, youth can reach peers who are not readily accessible through famil-
iar channels such as the school or after-school youth center. Also, youth
researchers may have an easier time than adults seamlessly integrating
themselves inta an activity for observation.

Youth working as research assistants or partners also play a crucial role in
interpreting data, helping to strengthen the ecological validity of interpreta-
tions. Youth perspective in analysis could help get at, for example, whether
low levels of youth participation in an after-school program signal lack of
youth interest in organized activities generally or the fact that the particular

This example is discussed in grearer deprh in Sherman (2003).
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offerings are not interesting to them and why. Or, in analyzing focus group or
interview transcripts, youth researchers may draw on unique frames of refer-
ence that enable them to offer alternative, and perhaps more accurate, in-
terpretations of the dara. Furthermore, in work with youth as research
partners, the research questions themselves are likely to reflect a true prob-
lem or puzzle in the community being studied, as reflected in the sexual ha-
rassment example mentioned.

Collaborating with youth participants in the communities being studied,
then, can strengthen ecological validity. It is important to recognize, how-
ever, that youth participation does not guarantee ecological validity, as dif-
ferences in social status, gender, race/ethnicity, and class are salient for
youth as well. Youth as a category is not homogeneous, and it would be a mis-
take to assume that all youth share essential atiributes.

These six dimensicons provide a framework through which to explore the
complexities involved in working with youth as researchers. The framework
points to some of the possible benefits of youth—adult partnerships for re-
search in after-school settings, such as transformative developmental op-
portunities for the youth researchers and strengthened ecological validity
for the tesearch enterprise. Such joint inquiries can gather information
about what youth value about these settings and link researchers and com-
munity members in meaningful ways. The framework also raises important
questions about the possible limitations or tradeoffs inherent in such collab-
orations. Decisions about which research strategy is most appropriate are
closely connected to research purpose. It may be inapptopriate, for example,
to choose a youth as research partners strategy for a large-scale, multisite in-
vestigation aimed at drawing conclusions across sites rather than focusing
specifically on local context and practice. In the following section, we pres-
ent two cases in which university-based adult researchers worked with
young people to conduct research on their neighborheods, schools, and af-
ter-school programs. These cases help to iflustrate further the rewards and
challenges involved in developing youth—adult research collaborations.

YOUTH-ADULT RESEARCH COLLABORATION:
EXAMPLES FROM PRACTICE

Program Profiles

The Youth Ethnographers Project: Evaluating After-School Contexts.
The Youth Ethnographers Project (YEP) was one component of a qualita-
tive evaluation of five after-school youth centers in a major west-coast city.
YEP had its strategic roots in the “junior ethnographers” who assisted in
Heath and McLaughlin’s research on the operation and contribution of
youth serving urban community based organizations (see McLaughlin, Irby,
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& Langman, 1994/2001). In that research, approximately 10 young people
who participated in the organizations in the study were hired to go places
and ask questions that the adult research team could not. Youth were given
brief training in the use of interview protocols and tape recorders and in
how to prepare a research memo. Members of the research team living
onsite supervised the youth and data were forwarded to Heath and
McLaughlin at Stanford. The value of the junior ethnographers was consid-
ered primarily in terms of access. The data they provided from late -night
meetings, road crips, and other settings inaccessible to the research team as
well as data from formal interviews proved invaluable in constructing an
understanding of program and neighborhood contexts. Although youth
were data collectors, the adult researchers assumed primary responsibility
for developing lines of inquiry and interpretation.

Similarly, YEP was developed to complement the efforts of adult re-
searchers by adding a youth component to the larger evaluation project,
which was designed to examine youth’s experiences in after-school youth
centers and the role the centers played in their daily lives. During the first
pare of the evaluation, adult researchers (ourselves included) relied on focus
groups and case study interviews with youth as well as informal observations
of the after-school program activities. The YEP aspect of the evaluation was
added in the 9¢th month, with the hope that youth researchers would be
well-situated to collect data and solicit perspectives that were otherwise un-
available to us. In addition, partnering with young people was consistent
with the objectives of the study, which sought to highlight youth's opinions
and experience. Further, we felt that working with youth researchers would
provide us with corrective feedback about our research direction: Were we
looking in the right places? Were we asking the right questions?

A total of 21 youth were selected to work as youth ethnographers in the
five after-school program sites. They varied in age, gender, race, ethnicity, and
class background. Overall, there were 13 middle-school students, 7 high-
school students, and 1 college freshman (who worked as a mentor at one of
the youth centers and lived in the neighborhood where it was located). All
youth took part in a day-long training session that introduced them to the re-
search goals of the broader evaluation and taught them interviewing and ob-
servation skills that they would use in their work. Research workshops
emphasized a range of skills, both conceptual and rechnical. For example, al-
though we wanted to be sure that youth could draw a conceptual distinction
between description and interpretation—that is, “the room had a mural on
the wall showing kids playing” versus “the room was pretry”—we also wanted
to make sure that youth felt comfortable with basic procedures, such as asking
permission to record an interview and operating a tape recorder.

The long-term direction of the YEP research was deliberately left open to
allow for flexibility in responding to the interests and questions of the youth
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at each site and to local neighborhood and after-school contexts. For this.
reason, youth (and their adult coordinators) at the different sites worked
fairly autonomously, focusing on different aspects of the research. For exam-
ple, one site focused almost entirely on understanding after-school opportu-
nities for youth in the neighborhood, whereas others looked at youth’s
experiences in school, or the reasons why some youth did not spend time at
the after-school center.

The YEP project spanned 5 months, with site meetings every other week
and cross-site meetings held twice throughout the project. Roughly 3
months were spent on data collection and the remainder was dedicated to
dara analysis. Youth read through interview transcripts and field notes and
wotked to cull themes from the data. Adult research coordinators wrote
memos summarizing the main conclusions drawn by each team of youth
ethnographers. These memos were then incorporated into the 2 years of
data collected by adult researchers.

Youth Engaged in Leadership and Learning: Exploring Community Re-
sources for Youth. Youth Engaged in Leadership and Learning (YELL) is
an after-school program based in the John W. Gardner Center for Youth
and Their Communities (JGC) at Stanford University that trains young
people to become researchers and advocates. Participants identify a prob-
lem they care about, gather evidence pertinent to that problem, and make
recommendations based on their findings. It bears some similarity to par-
ticipatory action research (Penuel & Freeman, 1997) as well as “youth
mapping” programs that are aimed at training youth to identify resources
and needs in their communities {Academy for Educational Development,
2001). Because it is responsive to youth's interests and concerns, the YELL
curriculum is not limited to studying after-school environments, but in-
stead can include community and school issues. Nevertheless, lessons
from YELL are pertinent to our framework because it is an example of a
youth—adult research partnership. This section discusses the YELL pro-
gram’s 2000-1 pilot year in Redwood City, a mixed-income city located
near the Stanford University campus.®

The background for the YELL project in Redwood City is important: Red-
wood City was undergoing a multiyear effort to improve youth development re-
sources and opportunities, and community leaders wanted input from youth
themselves. In collaboration with the JGC, it was decided that YELL would be
housed in a middle school, where JGC staff would recruit and train 8th graders
{13 to 14 years old) for the project. One adult coordinator ran the project with
the help of two undergraduate assistants and one graduate researcher.

5The collaboration between the university and Redwood City is ongoing. Cohorts of community
youth tesearchers continue to be involved.
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Program participants came from a cross-section of neighborhoods, which
varied in terms of sociceconomic status and ethnicity. Of the 13 partici-
pants, 10 were Larino and 3 were European American. The program met
twice a week after school for approximately 7 months. After initial trainings
in various research methods, youth participants split into three research
groups— video documentary, interviews, and survey. Each group collected
and analyzed information about youth's experiences in their neighborhoods
and schools. The research, however, was just the first step—upon comple-
tion of data analysis, the group worked to turn their findings into recom-
mendations, which were presented to city government and school officials.
In all, the youth researchers made four presentations to Redwood City agen-
cies, including community groups, schoolteachers, and the city council.
These presentations led to further opportunity for young people to partici-
pate in local decision-making bodies.

Assessing Youth-Adult Research Partnerships

These different projects offer a compelling contrast for our purposes in this
chapter because they varied on several dimensions. On the whole, we char-
acterize YEP's strategy as one of youth as research assistants and YELLs as
youth as research partners, although of course there is some gray-area be-
tween these two designations. In examining the strengths and limitations of
each of these projects, we do not suggest that one strategy is in all cases
better than the other. Here we lay out two approaches as they played out in
different settings to give a better sense of the options available to research-
ers who wish to include youth in the process.

Youth-Adult Relationship.  Adults in these projects made an inten-
tional effort to develop a different kind of relationship with youth than the
typical one between researcher and informant. In both cases, there was an
effort made to have youth help lead the process and, in this sense, act as
partners of the adults. In YEE, we collaborated with youth in the process of
doing research by asking them not just to carry out interviews, but also to
develop protocols and give feedback about the study. Youth ethno-
graphers’ descriptions of the project acknowledged this effort to work to-
gether. In a representative example, one young person described the
project as “a research project conducted by Stanford students who work
together with students from various middle and high schools to gather in-
formation on a community center.”

There was a similar collaborative approach in YELL, in which youth
played an active role in shaping the direction of the research.

Nevertheless, it is more accurate to describe the youth—adult relationship
in these projects as quasi-partnerships. In the case of YER this distinction
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stems from the genesis of the project: Adult researchers approached youth
seeking their help in answering some of the research questions of a broader
research study. YELL was different in that youth had much grearer latitude
in selecting their topic and making decisions about the direction of their
work. Still, the project was initiated by adults who sought a youth perspec-
tive on resources available in Redwood City. Because YELL is ongoing, we
may see it transform, as young people take on greater responsibilities for its
leadership. For example, in its second year (2002-2003), four 9th-grade
youth served as mentors and facilitators for the new cohort.

A second factor that complicated the relationship in both projects had to
do with the fact that these programs were offered as employment opportuni-
ties to the youth. Although stipends were important as incentives for partic-
ipation as well as recognition of tegitimate work, they made the relationship
between adults and youth sometimes appear to be like one typical of em-
ployer and employee. One tesult was that some participants thought of it
primarily as a job. For example, one YEP participant wrote, “I think I did
take this project very seriously because it was like a real job.” Another wrote,
“l enjoyed ... bragging about having a job.” Although the fact of having a job
itself does not preclude a sense of partnership, it added an employer—em-
ployee dimension ro the relationship that reinforced cthe power differentials
between adults and youth.

These examples show that the goal of creating adult—youth partnerships
can be complicared by the realities of actually running a project, with sri-
pends, training, work expectations, and the like. Adults are required to
manage a sensitive balance between treating youth as partners while also
being guides and teachers.

Youth Development. In YEE where youth were treated more like re-
search assistants, youth researchers showed improvement in their skills as
interviewers and observers. They reported learning several basic research
skills: interviewing, asking follow-up questions, and using a tape recorder.
However, adult coordinators did not get a strong imptession of more per-
sonal or transformative developmental changes.

At the same time, YEP demonstrates that the line between basic skills
and youth development is quite blurry. For example, in a questionnaire ad-
ministered to youth at the end of the project, youth ethnographers offered
a range of responses to the question, “What have you gotten out of this ex-
perience?” Some responses focused on basic skills like learning to use a
tape recorder ot how to cash a check. Others focused on the content of
their research, such as learning that “the Youth Center isn't a cheap scam
acting like it’s helping kids but really getting money for just sitting around”
or “learning what people thought about school and their neighborhood.”
And still others described what they would take in a more personal way,
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linking it to career motivation ot an understanding of the position of
young people in society. Interpreting this range in responses is difficult be-
cause of the significant age differences of participants. Nevertheless, the
diversity of responses reflects how permeable the category of youth develop-
ment can be and shows that different individuals may draw different les-
sons from the same general experience.

Youth's perceptions of what they learned showed similar diversity in
YELL. On one hand, participants talked about learning specific skills, such
as public speaking, working with others, and conducting interviews. In ad-
dition, however, they discussed more intangible changes in their own per-
sonal maturity and in their sense of connection to community. For
example, members talked about becoming [ess shy, developing better repu-
tations among teachers because of their role as YELL participants, and
gaining self-confidence relative to high-achieving students in the school.
Several also described a new sense of connectedness to their neighbor-
hoods and communities. In reflecting on the city council presentation,
one youth said that it was “she first time I acrually got my peint across to
other people.” Another student talked about a newfound appreciation of
her own neighborhood: “I never thoughr my community was ... really
fancy or anything, but since coming from some of my friend’s neighbor-
hoods, I think my neighborhood is pretty good.” Others developed a new
perception of inequalities in Redwood City:

Idide't know that there's a really bad side of Redwood City. [ never acrually
seen it up close ... Solsee it and { was just, like, whoa! [ never knew it was
like that ... So now I think something has to be done about chat. I don'
think enough people know how it looks. So more people should know what
else is going down.

Although this section does not offer a comprehensive analysis of youth’s
learning in these projects, these examples show some of the variety of in-
sights and lessons that youth derived from their experiences and suggest the
rich ways that youth can benefit from taking part in them.

Expertise/Knowledge. YEP and YELL were both based on the premise
that youth have expert knowledge about the environments in which they
spend their time. We reasoned that they would have insights and ideas that
would not occur to outside researchers. In both projects, to ensure that their
knowledge and expertise was utilized, youth were asked to design interview
protocols, choose the location of their observations, and help analyze their
data. Additionally, in both programs, youth were given a substantial amount
of room to be creative in determining valid research topics. Facilitators
wanted to see where youth would lead them and tried ro foster this as much



