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Abstract: A model of knowledge for youth development professionals 
that is comprised of five knowledge domains: 1) Foundational 
Knowledge of Positive Youth Development; 2) Knowledge of Youth; 3) 
Knowledge of Group Facilitation; 4) Knowledge of Contexts and 
Organizational Systems and; 5) Specialized Youth Development 
Knowledge is proposed in this paper. The model is intended for use in 
youth development programs, which have been associated with better 
outcomes for participants when compared to other types of youth 
programs. The development of the knowledge base is framed by 
seminal research on teacher knowledge and informed by practice-
oriented research in the out-of-school time field and literature on the 
quality of youth development programs. 

 
 

 

Introduction 
 
After-school programs are becoming more common in children’s out-of-school time (OST) 
experiences. Research estimates that nearly 10 million children participate in youth programs 
annually (Yohalem, Pittman, & Edwards, 2010) and increasingly, these programs are regarded 
as developmentally enriching contexts, where youth can be nurtured academically, socially, 
emotionally and civically (Bodilly & Beckett, 2005; Durlak & Weissburg, 2007; Grossman et al., 
2002; Little & Harris, 2003; Miller, 2003; Vandell et al., 2005; 2006).  Experts and practitioners 
assert that program staff or youth practitioners are critical in shaping programs into contexts 
that promote positive development (Birmingham, Pechman, Russell & Mielke, 2005; Bowie & 
Bronte-Tinkew, 2006; Stone, Garza, & Borden, 2004) and researchers in the after-school field 
acknowledge the importance of staff by including staff background, education, and training in 
definitions of program quality (Vandell, Reisner, Brown, Pierce, Dadisman, & Pechman, 2004).  
 
Despite the central role of program staff in delivering quality youth programs, the field is just 
beginning to examine the practices of these educators. An important component of this 
practice-oriented research is an understanding of the knowledge that these professionals draw 



upon during their daily work (e.g. Larson, Hansen, & Walker, 2005; Larson & Walker, 2010; 
Walker & Larson, 2006). Unfortunately, very little is known about the professional knowledge 
base that staff use to inform their practices. The purpose of this paper is to begin to articulate 
the knowledge used by program staff when implementing high quality programs.  
 
Researchers of formal schooling are far more advanced in their understanding of the knowledge 
and instructional practices that are effective in classrooms than scholars in the youth 
development field are about youth practitioners.  The literature on teacher education describes 
a knowledge base that supports effective teaching (Shulman, 1986; Wilson, Shulman, & Richert, 
1987) that has influenced research, practice, and the professionalization of teaching (Ball, 
Thames, & Phelps; 2008).   
 
As educators in non-formal educational environments, youth practitioners also have a 
knowledge base that guides their practice but that has yet to be defined for the field. The 
importance of explicitly articulating this knowledge base for program staff is three fold.  

• First, a knowledge base that is grounded in theory and empirical research will help youth 
practitioners perform in ways that support the developmental goals of the programs in 
which they work. In a policy climate that demands evidence of the effectiveness of 
youth programs, refining staff practices to enhance the healthy development of children 
and adolescence is critical, not only for program participants but also for the 
sustainability of youth programs.   

• Second, a deeper understanding of the professional knowledge base of program staff 
can contribute to the professionalization of the youth development field by describing 
the disciplinary expertise that should be acquired to work in the field. Research can 
contribute to the development of this disciplinary expertise by exploring the relationships 
between youth practitioners’ knowledge and their practice.  

• Third, advancing a knowledge base for program staff will move the field toward a 
common language about the work of supporting healthy development in the out-of-
school time hours.  A common language can then be used to focus and guide discussion 
and reflection among program staff to improve practices (Stone, Garza, & Borden, 
2004).  

 
This paper moves forward with the important work of defining the knowledge base for youth 
practitioners with the intention of stimulating scholarly dialogue in the youth development field 
about this issue.  
 
Before beginning, let’s clarify for whom this knowledge base is intended. The ensuing 
knowledge base was developed for adults who work in youth development programs. 
Professionals who work with youth have multiple job titles (National Institute for Out-of-School 
Time, 2006), such as youth workers, youth practitioners, and after-school professionals to name 
a few.  The remainder of this paper will not use any titles that do not suggest that specialized 
knowledge or practice is needed to deliver quality youth programs (i.e. youth worker or youth 
practitioner). Instead, youth development (YD) professionals will be used to refer to program 
staff in informal educational settings. This title identifies a specific field (youth development) 
and denotes expertise (professional) within that field. Huebner, Walker, and McFarland (2003) 
define YD professionals as individuals who work in informal educational settings that provide 
opportunities and supports for the healthy development of children and adolescents. YD 
professionals can serve at multiple levels of youth-serving organizations (YSO) providing direct 
service and/or developing and managing programs.  
 



YD professionals work in a variety of settings but this paper focuses on the knowledge needed 
to work in youth development programs. Much like the terms used for YD professionals, the 
definition of a youth development program varies and researchers and practitioners are still 
developing a clear, succinct definition.  In this paper, a youth development program refers to a 
program whose goal is to promote positive youth outcomes and prevent risky behaviors in 
youth. Positive outcomes are when youth build competencies in key developmental areas such 
as educational attainment, health and safety, social and emotional development, and self-
sufficiency (Hair, Moore, Hunter, Kaye, 2002). In contrast, risky behaviors are those that hinder 
positive outcomes, such as substance abuse and poor school attendance, that can lead to 
maladjustment. Youth development programs achieve their dualistic goal by providing 
“supportive and empowering environments where activities create multiple opportunities for a 
range of skill-building and horizon-broadening experiences” (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003a, 
p.110). While the model of knowledge described in this paper is intended for YD professionals 
working in youth development programs it may also be applicable in other organized activities, 
such as sports, mentoring, or tutoring.  
 
The pages that follow delineate a model of knowledge for YD professionals beginning with a 
review of the research on teacher knowledge to provide a theoretical lens and organizational 
framework. This is followed by a description of the practices of YD professionals that support 
the goals of positive youth development programs. Then the emerging model of knowledge is 
presented through an examination of the literature on the practice of YD professionals and 
research about high-quality youth programming.  The paper closes with directions for future 
research. 
 

Conceptual Framework 
 
Models of knowledge for classroom teachers became popular after Lee Shulman’s seminal 
piece, Those Who Understand: Knowledge Growth in Teaching (1986), in which he presented 
the first model of teacher knowledge. According to Shulman (1986), there are three interrelated 
domains of teacher knowledge that support effective teaching and the consequent student 
learning.  

• The first domain, content knowledge, is an understanding of the facts and concepts of a 
particular subject matter and an understanding of how key principles are organized and 
how new knowledge is legitimized.  

• Curricular knowledge, the second domain, is an understanding of the purpose, 
strengths, and limitations of the available curricular tools used to teach a given topic. 
Strong curricular knowledge also requires that teachers have an understanding of the 
curriculum used for different skill levels and how the curriculum relates to other topics 
encountered by students.  

• The final and most complex domain, pedagogical content knowledge (PCK), refers to 
knowledge about teaching a specific subject matter and includes methods of 
representing concepts clearly to others, understanding what promotes or hinders 
learning a specific topic, and which instructional strategies will foster understanding in 
students. 

 
In later work, Wilson et al. (1987) continued to articulate how this knowledge base is used by 
teachers and its implications for practice. They argued that teachers draw on their knowledge to 
“transform content for the purposes of teaching….and to foster the development of subject 
matter knowledge in students” (p. 110). In other words, the model of teacher knowledge 



describes what teachers should know to support student learning. Shulman (1987) and his 
colleagues (e.g. Shulman & Sykes, 1986) continued to refine his initial model of teacher 
knowledge and later the model was expanded to include a knowledge of: (a) general pedagogy 
such as classroom management and structure; (b) students’ characteristics; (c) educational 
goals; (d) educational contexts from classroom to neighborhood culture; and (e) other content. 
 
This revised model stimulated a wealth of scholarly inquiry. During this time, the model of 
teacher knowledge continued to evolve with empirical evidence that both supported and revised 
the models set forth by Shulman and his colleagues. Carlsen’s (1999) examination of PCK and 
related domains of teacher knowledge is the most useful for identifying agreement across 
studies and across time. His analysis reveals that the most consistent domains in the model of 
teacher knowledge are (a) general pedagogical knowledge; (b) content knowledge; (c) 
pedagogical content knowledge; (d) curricular knowledge; (e) knowledge of educational goals; 
and (f) knowledge of students. More recently, Ball, Thames, and Phelps (2008) found evidence 
of two new domains of content knowledge (common content knowledge and specialized content 
knowledge) and two additional domains of pedagogical content knowledge (knowledge of 
content and students and knowledge of content and teaching) from a practice-oriented 
exploration of teacher instruction in mathematics classrooms. 
 
The evolving model of teacher knowledge has been and continues to be constructive for the 
teaching profession. The impact of Shulman’s work on teacher education, professional 
development initiatives, and teacher practice is particularly notable. Teachers report 
professional development that addresses content knowledge as being useful to their work 
(Scribner, 1999) and strengthening the focus on content knowledge in teacher professional 
development is considered an effective training strategy (Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman & 
Yoon, 2001). As for the practice of teaching, Ball et al. (2008) credit Shulman’s work with 
helping professionalize teaching by highlighting a specialized knowledge that is used to educate 
students and influence quality standards for the profession. They also assert that Shulman’s 
work created a link between knowledge and practice by demonstrating that both are needed to 
develop pedagogical content knowledge, the specialized domain of knowledge for teaching a 
specific subject. The influence of the model of teacher knowledge is far-reaching and serves as 
an example of the types of advances that could occur within the youth development field as a 
result of scholarly dialogue about the knowledge used by YD professionals. 
 
The value of the model of teacher knowledge also lies in its definition and organization. Broadly, 
a model of knowledge can be described as a tool that identifies and defines the knowledge that 
is central to a profession. Moreover, the tool is organized to easily identify individual domains of 
knowledge and to distinguish them from one another. Perhaps some scholars will argue that the 
model of teacher knowledge has more to offer the youth development field than just definition 
and organization and imply this model can also be applied to the work of YD professionals. It is 
likely that there will be similarities between the domains of teacher knowledge and those to be 
described for YD professionals due to a shared goal; that is to nurture learning and 
development in children and adolescents. Yet, within this goal of promoting healthy 
development, differences exist between teaching and youth development programs. In school 
settings, academic and cognitive development tends to take precedence over growth in other 
developmental areas. In contrast, youth development programs adopt a more holistic approach 
and explicitly address multiple developmental areas in their interactions with youth. The 
nuanced differences between the developmental goals of teaching and youth development 
programs suggest that there will be differences between the model of teacher knowledge and 
the one for YD professionals. The distinct contexts in which youth development programs are 



implemented is another difference that prohibits direct application of the model of teacher 
knowledge to YD professionals. Teachers and YD professionals tend to work in contrasting 
(although we hope complementary) contexts with their own opportunities and constraints that 
require specific types of knowledge. 
  
In comparison to the teaching literature, there is minimal research in the youth development 
field that discusses the knowledge used by YD professionals. The available literature is limited 
because of its narrow focus on a specific program model (e.g. Stone & Rennekamp, 2004) 
and/or a heavy emphasis on skill and circumscribed use of current research (Vance, 2010).  
Therefore, the literature on staff practices and quality youth programming is examined to 
identify individual domains of knowledge that can be combined to form a knowledge base for 
YD professionals.  

 
Approach to the Literature Review 

 
The model of knowledge for YD professionals is developed, in part, by adopting a data driven 
approach used in the research on teacher education. Ball and Cohen (1999) argue that 
“teaching happens in the particulars” (p. 10) and that much of what teachers need to know can 
be learned during and from practice. From this perspective, it may be possible to identify the 
knowledge that teachers use from the particulars of their work. It follows then that consulting 
literature that focuses on the substance of YD professionals’ work with young people can 
identify the knowledge domains that they use. Much of this type of literature comes from 
qualitative research on youth programs.  
 
At the same time a theory driven approach is used in which empirical research and theoretical 
articles about the quality of youth development programs are reviewed. This approach was 
informed by a characteristic of effective teacher professional development. Hawley and Valli 
(1999) identified eight features of high quality professional development; one of which is to 
provide links between formal knowledge and theory (acquired through research and academic 
study) and practical knowledge and skills. This characteristic of effective professional 
development underscores the importance of opportunities for practitioners to engage with the 
theoretical and empirical foundations of their field. Therefore, this paper draws on theoretical 
articles that have an explicit youth development focus as well as the body of research on the 
quality of youth programs.  By taking both a data driven and theory driven approach, this paper 
attempts to gain insight from blending the knowledge from both research and practice, 
demonstrating a respect for each to contribute equally to the youth development field. Before 
presenting the emerging model of knowledge the central tasks of youth development work are 
highlighted. 

  
The Practice of Youth Development Professionals  
At its core, the practice of YD professionals is about designing and implementing program 
activities (that usually occur in groups) that provide youth with opportunities for learning and 
development (Astroth, Garza, & Taylor, 2004; Huebner et al., 2003). Program activities serve to 
attract youth to the program and keep them engaged (Benson, Scales, Hamilton, Sesma, Hong, 
& Roehlkepartain, 2006; Larson, et al., 2004; Larson & Walker, 2010; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 
2003a; 2003b; 2003c). These activities tend to be structured and the specific content of each 
activity is secondary to the types of learning opportunities and developmental supports that are 
provided (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003a; 2003b; 2003c). In fact, the specific content will have to 
be tailored to the community, culture, interest, and other individual characteristics of youth 
which means no one type of content is paramount (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003a; 2003b; 



2003c). The literature highlights the specific features that program activities should posses to 
achieve the goal of enhancing learning and providing developmental supports for youth.  
 
First, YD professionals should design program activities that meet the specific developmental 
needs of the young people that they serve so that the activities are appropriately challenging 
for youth (Camino & Zeldin, 2002; Larson, Hansen et al., 2005; Yohalem, 2003). A review of 
evaluation findings for youth development programs found that the programs that successfully 
improved youth outcomes were also those that had explicit focus on the developmental needs 
of their participants (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004). This finding 
suggests that YD professionals should have a thorough enough understanding of child and 
adolescent development to design activities that can address the developmental needs of their 
youth. 
 
Second, the literature suggests that programs should encourage youth to direct their own 
learning through their thoughts, actions, and interactions (Benson et al., 2006; Hamilton, 
Hamilton, & Pittman, 2004; Larson, Hansen, et al., 2005). This type of active learning has been 
associated with building competencies and a drop in risky behaviors (Benson et al, 2006). One 
way that YD professionals can encourage active learning is to facilitate youth-adult and youth-
youth partnerships (Camino, 2005; Larson & Walker, 2005; Larson Walker, & Pearce; 2005). 
Some evidence suggests that quality youth-adult partnerships can lead to youth empowerment 
and skill development in targeted areas (Larson, Walker, et al., 2005). Furthermore, youth 
report that working in contexts that provide opportunities to collaborate with adults and peers 
enhance 21st century skills like initiative, time management, and the ability to work in teams 
(Dworkin, Larson, & Hanson; 2003). 
 
Partnerships with adults and peers should give young people opportunities to work with others 
in ways that encourage their input and builds upon their strengths while also teaching them 
new skills (Huebner et al., 2003).  Forming and maintaining these partnerships can be difficult 
because there does not appear to be a one size fits all approach, nevertheless, research offers 
some promising strategies. Camino (2005) asserts that strong youth-adult partnerships are 
likely to form when adults and youth work alongside one another to achieve collective goals 
such as finishing a project. Larson, Walker et al. (2005) contend that adults who facilitate these 
partnerships should understand “youths’ cultural framework, developmental levels, preferences, 
and other group and individual factors” (p.71) to help establish connections with youth and 
facilitate connections between youth.  YD professionals can also incorporate knowledge about 
youths’ everyday lives into activities as well as knowledge about the multiple contexts that 
youth encounter on a daily basis (e.g. families, schools, and neighborhoods) to promote 
collaboration and involvement in activities (Stein, Wood, Walker, Kimball, Outley, & Baizerman, 
2005; Walker, Marczak, Blyth, & Borden, 2005). One challenging aspect of managing these 
partnerships is maintaining a professional relationship with youth that is also personal enough 
to inspire connection and build trust (Larson & Walker, 2010; Walker & Larson; 2006). 
 
Third, Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003a; 2003b; 2003c) argue that program activities that are 
authentic, provide opportunities for skill-building, broaden youths’ horizons, and improve 
developmental supports in multiple contexts are the ideal for youth development programs. 
Authentic activities are challenging for youth and connect to real life experiences such as future 
employment and conflict resolution. Determining which activities will be considered challenging 
will depend on the developmental needs of youth.  Skill building activities are those that provide 
opportunities for youth to hone or develop new skills. Activities that broaden horizons expose 
young people to new experiences, people, places and ideas. Finally, activities should increase 



developmental supports in multiple contexts (e.g. school and family), by attempting to change 
the norms, attitudes, or skills of adults in other settings. Examples of such activities are 
parenting classes or teacher training. This fourth feature complements what the National 
Research Council (NRC) and Institute of Medicine (IOM) (2002) has termed integration in which 
programs work with families, schools, and other community organizations to provide and 
coordinate developmental opportunities for youth.  Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003b; 2003c) 
found few programs that exhibited all four characteristics, however, they represent exemplary 
features of activities in youth development programs. 
 
In addition to implementing program activities, YD professionals must also manage the program 
atmosphere, which serves as the backdrop for their daily work with young people. YD 
professionals should establish a program atmosphere that is supportive and empowering (Roth 
& Brooks-Gunn, 2003a; 2003b; 2003c) and includes positive group culture and social norms 
(Larson & Walker, 2010). Establishing and maintaining youth-adult and youth-youth 
partnerships are critical to developing a supportive atmosphere and youth participation is 
necessary to create an empowering environment. This emphasizes the importance of peer and 
adult partnerships.  Moreover, youth development programs that exhibit positive group norms 
were more likely to achieve the developmental goals of their programs (Catalano et al., 2004). 
Creating prosocial norms requires that YD professionals set realistic behavioral expectations and 
also hold youth accountable for meeting them. To that end, YD professions must constantly 
negotiate the balance between promoting norms and maintaining consistent expectations 
(Larson & Walker; 2010). 
 
Another important aspect of YD professionals’ work is interacting with the organizations and 
systems that influence youths’ daily lives and how they experience the program. Larson and 
Walker (2010) conducted program observations and interviews to understand the dilemmas 
faced by YD professionals. They found that struggling with the influence that other contexts 
had on program implementation was a common predicament encountered by YD professionals. 
For example, YD professionals had to address parental concerns about the program, be aware 
of personal and school activities that limit youths’ participation, and support youth as they 
negotiate relationships with adults outside of the program. In addition, YD professionals also 
had to learn to work within organizational priorities and constraints, such as limited resources, 
to provide youth with enrichment activities.  This may also entail explaining these constraints 
and priorities to young people. 
 
The above description focuses only on the central tasks performed by YD professionals, it does 
not encompass every aspect of the profession.  In fact, YD professionals report juggling 
multiple roles within their organizations (Madzey-Akale & Walker, 2000) such as recruiter, 
advocate, volunteer coordinator, and fundraiser (Yohalem, Pittmann & Moore, 2006).  Yet, the 
focus of this paper is not on the multiple roles performed by YD professional; instead the intent 
is to articulate the knowledge that is necessary for the central tasks of the daily work with 
youth.  
 
In summary, these central tasks include:  

• Designing program activities  
 

• Building relationships with youth and supporting the development of peer relationships  
 

• Involving youth in their own learning and 
 

• Establishing a supportive and empowering atmosphere including positive expectations 
and social norms.  



 
It is these central tasks that the model of knowledge for YD professionals is intended to inform. 
 

Emerging Model of Knowledge for Youth Development Professionals 
 
The proposed model of knowledge consists of five domains: 1) Foundational Knowledge in 
Positive Youth Development 2) Knowledge of Youth; 3) Knowledge of Group Facilitation; 4) 
Knowledge of Contexts and Organizational Systems and; 5) Specialized Youth Development 
Knowledge. Each domain is described in Figure 1. below. 
  

Figure 1 
Model of Knowledge for Youth Development Professionals 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Foundational Knowledge of Positive Youth Development  
The foundational knowledge of positive youth development (PYD) can best be described as a 
deep understanding of the multiple dimensions of PYD theory, particularly how it relates to 
practice. The proposed components of foundational knowledge are discussed below. 
 
Positive Youth Development Goals and Vocabularies. The PYD philosophy underlies the practice 
of YD professionals. Broadly, the goal of PYD theory is to foster healthy development in young 
people by supporting youth through the developmental process in ways that build upon their 
strengths and reduces risky behaviors (Benson et al., 2006; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003a).  This 
broad goal has been characterized using different vocabularies (Benson et al., 2006). Two of 
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• Culturally  
• Experientially 
• Personally  

 

Specialized Youth 
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• Topical Knowledge 
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• Provide structure for youth 
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• Modeling thinking for youth 

Knowledge of Contexts and 
organizational Systems 

• Features of high quality youth 
programs 

• Knowledge of opportunities 
and constraints presented by 
schools, families, and 
community partners 

 



the most common and widely research PYD vocabularies include the Forum for Youth 
Investment’s 5 C’s (Lerner, 2005; Phelps, Zimmerman, Warren, Jelicic, von Eye, & Lerner, 2009; 
Pittman, Irby, & Ferber, 2001) and the Search Institute’s developmental assets (Benson, 2003; 
NRC & IOM, 2002).  According to the 5 C’s, the goal of PYD is for youth to strengthen their 
character, display competence and confidence, develop connections with adults and peers, and 
show caring for others (Pittman et al., 2001). A sixth C, contribution to self, family, and 
community is thought to develop when the five Cs are sustained over an extended period of 
time (Lerner, 2005; Pittman et al. 2001). Some evidence suggests that participation in youth 
programs can improve the 6 C’s in young adolescents (Lerner, 2005; Phelps et al., 2009). 
 
In contrast, developmental assets are individual strengths (internal) and ecological (external) 
supports that promote healthy development (Hamilton et al., 2004).  From a PYD perspective, 
the goal is to increase the number of internal and external assets of youth. There is still some 
debate in the field about the number of developmental assets, however, the most established 
are the 40 assets set forth by the Search Institute (Benson, 2003). In their asset framework 
The Search Institute outlines 20 external and 20 internal assets (Benson, 2003). The external 
assets are divided into four broad categories including support, empowerment, boundaries and 
expectations, and constructive use of time. Similarly, the internal assets are divided into four 
broad categories; positive values, commitment to learning, social competencies, and positive 
identity. Youth should experience multiple internal and external assets across each of the eight 
sub-categories to maximize their benefits. Other researchers have found far fewer than 40 
developmental assets.  For example, Theokas et al. (2005) identified 14 developmental assets 
among a sample of 100,000 early adolescents.  Nonetheless, research on developmental assets 
demonstrates that as youth experience more assets they are more likely to exhibit positive 
outcomes and less likely to engage in risky behaviors (Benson, 2003).  Youth development 
programs are one context that provides external assets and opportunities for youth to build 
their internal assets (Lerner, 2005).   
 
The positive links between participation in youth development programs and the development 
of the 5 C’s and building developmental assets highlight the importance of the PYD approach to 
the practice of YD professionals. They should be aware of and have an understanding of the 
different vocabularies used to discuss the developmental goals of the PYD approach.  Two have 
been mentioned here but there are others that exist in the field that may be relevant (Benson 
et al., 2006; Theokas et al., 2005). For example, behaviors associated with thriving have also 
been related to the PYD theory (King, et al., 2005; Theokas et al., 2005).  
 
Positive Youth Development: Process, Principles, and Practice. Early contributors to the 
development of PYD asserts that the term “youth development” can be used in three different 
ways; as a process, as principles, and as a practice that shares common goals (Hamilton et al., 
2004). YD professionals should understand each of the three facets of youth development. 
Hamilton et al. (2004) used the term process to refer to the developmental process from 
childhood (age 6) to young adulthood (approximately age 20) that encompasses cognitive, 
physical, social, emotional, and moral growth. YD professionals will rely on knowledge of the 
developmental process to shape program environments and design activities that meet the 
needs of youth.  
The principles of PYD are also essential to the central tasks of YD professionals. These 
principles include:  

a) committing to fostering healthy development in youth;  

b) acknowledging that all youth need support for healthy development;  

c) using supportive relationships and challenging activities as developmental tools;  



d) emphasizing the strengths of young people; and  

e) actively engaging youth in their own growth (Hamilton et al., 2004).  
 
Lerner (2005) posits that another defining principle of PYD theory is that healthy development 
is promoted and problem behaviors minimized when the strengths of adolescents match the 
supports available within a given context.   
 
Practice, the third facet of youth development, is guided by the aforementioned principles and 
occurs at two different levels; in systems and in settings (Hamilton et al., 2004). At the systems 
level, practice is referred to as community youth development where organizations and 
institutions are connected to provide a range of contexts and resources that support the 
process of development (Camino & Zeldin, 2002; Hamilton et al., 2004). Benson (2003) refers 
to communities engaged in the intentional effort of youth development as asset-building 
communities.  In their daily work YD professionals are entrenched in the community (or system) 
and may not recognize the integral role that they play in community youth development efforts 
(Camino & Zeldin, 2002). A knowledge of community youth development could broaden YD 
professionals’ view of the field and expose them to potential careers working with and/or on 
behalf of youth. 
 
The second level of practice occurs in settings or the locations where individual programs are 
implemented (Hamilton et al., 2004; Smith, Peck, Denault, Blazeveski, & Akiva, 2010). Settings 
are where YD professionals must use their knowledge to promote positive development in 
young people, where activities are designed around developmental processes, where 
collaboration builds relationships, where strengths are celebrated and skills sharpened, and 
where youth are invited to participate in this growth. While this may seem obvious it is worth 
noting YD professionals should have a comprehensive knowledge of the setting(s) in which they 
deliver programming.  
 
Emerging Theories of Practice. PYD is a relatively new theory that has found the most traction 
within the youth development field. As the field matures other theories may unfold that YD 
professionals should learn about.  One such example is the Theory of Developmental 
Intentionality (TODI) (Walker et al, 2005). TODI is an emerging theory that is based on youth 
development principles and informed by more classic developmental theories such as 
Vygostsky’s (1962) zone of proximal development and Eccles and Midgely’s (1989) stage-
environment fit.  TODI offers a concise description of how practice guided by the PYD 
philosophy matters for youth outcomes.  TODI posits that youth engagement occurs when 
programs intentionally foreground youths’ developmental needs by providing a fit between their 
needs and program content. Over time, youth’s engagement leads to positive developmental 
processes. As youth take note of their own positive development they are motivated to continue 
their engagement with the program and this eventually leads to long-term positive outcomes 
for youth.   
 
In summary, foundational knowledge is a deep understanding of PYD theory whereby YD 
professionals would be well versed in the different vocabularies used to describe the goals of 
PYD, the developmental processes of youth, the key PYD principles, and the implications for 
practice. The foundational knowledge also includes being grounded in emerging developmental 
theories that can guide what Larson et al. (2004) calls “the art” of practice in the youth 
development field.  Two approaches that could be used to strengthen foundational knowledge 
are to engage with the literature on PYD and seek exposure to programs that adopt an explicit 
PYD approach in their practice. 



Knowledge of Youth 
Knowledge of youth is important for designing challenging activities that will attract youth and 
retain their interest. (Lauver, Little & Wiess, 2004). Knowledge of youth is also critical for 
nurturing supportive relationships with young people. The literature points to four different 
ways in which YD professionals should know young people. That is, they should know them, (1) 
developmentally; (2) culturally; (3) experientially and; (4) personally. 
 
In foundational knowledge, PYD and TODI were presented as theories that should underlie the 
practice of YD professionals. These theories make it clear that YDPS should keep the 
developmental needs of young people central as they design learning environments and 
program activities.  In essence PYD and TODI indicate that YD professionals should have a 
broad understanding of the developmental processes of children and youth. Yet, the description 
of the central tasks indicates that they should also understand the specific developmental needs 
of the young people that they serve. In other words, YD professionals should be experts on 
their youth. This requires a thorough understanding of the developmental needs of the age 
group they work with the most. For some YD professionals this means elementary students and 
adolescents for others. To have a thorough knowledge of students, a YD professional should 
have both; a broad understanding of the child and adolescent development with an emphasis 
on the developmental period that corresponds to the age group(s) in which they serve.  
 
Beyond the developmental needs, YD professionals should also know more personal attributes 
of the youth that they serve. One of the most important is to understand the culture of youth. 
Here, culture is used to refer both to what is currently common among youth and also one’s 
racial/ethnic, community, and family traditions.  Youth culture is best described in clichés like, 
“what the kids are doing these days” or “what the kids are getting into” and really captures 
what children and adolescents find most intriguing at the moment. YD professionals will find 
knowledge of youth culture useful for building rapport with young people and also for informing 
the design of activities. A knowledge of family, community, and racial/ethnic traditions serve 
similar purposes. In particular, using culturally sensitive activities, language, and actions can 
provide a welcoming and affirming atmosphere for youth (NRC& IOM, 2002).  Cultural 
knowledge in the form of racial/ethnic, community, and family traditions may also give YD 
professionals insights into the factors that promote youths’ involvement with the program. For 
example, some research shows that youths’ reasons to participate differ by their cultural 
backgrounds (Perkins, Borden, Villaruel, Carlton-Hug, Stone, & Keith, 2007).    
 
Walker et al. (2005) and other scholars (e.g. Stein et al., 2005) argue that YD professionals 
should know about the everyday experiences of the youth that they serve. A thorough 
understanding of youths’ everyday experiences is characterized by knowing how a young 
person perceives the contexts and people in which (s)he interacts with. For example, a YD 
professional with extensive experiential knowledge of a young person would know what the 
youth thought of his/her teacher(s), what types of responsibility the child had at home and how 
the youth felt about accomplishing these duties, and important people in the young person’s 
life.  Furthermore, YD professionals should also learn more personal characteristics of youth 
such as their personalities, interests, challenges, and goals. As with the other aspects of this 
knowledge domain, experiential and personal knowledge help build relationships and design 
activities but they can also serve as guideposts when facilitating group work. For instance, 
knowing youths’ emotional states and tracing it back to how they experience other contexts can 
help YD professionals decide which activities to pursue or how to tailor an activity to the current 
emotional climate of youth. 



In general, knowledge of youth is for essential designing activities that motivate young people 
to stay engaged, facilitating collaborative activities, and building a foundation for supportive 
relationships to develop. Much of this knowledge domain must be gained through experience 
with youth but merely being around youth is not sufficient. YD professionals must make 
concerted efforts to get to know youth developmentally, culturally, experientially, and 
personally.   

 
Knowledge of Group Facilitation  
The central tasks indicate that YD professionals often work occurs in groups, large and small, 
while facilitating learning. Brown & Palinscar (1989) describe cooperative group learning as a 
process in which facilitators provide support, create participant structures, share responsibility, 
and model cognitive processes. This definition suggests that YD professionals should be familiar 
with the strategies or best practices used to accomplish the tasks involved in facilitating 
learning experiences.  
 
Let’s talk about what these group facilitation tasks may entail in a youth development program. 
Providing support for learning is ultimately the responsibility of the YD professional, yet, they 
must also understand how youth can support one another as they learn. YD professionals 
should also establish and maintain group norms for participating in activities. For example, in 
classrooms, raising your hand to speak is a normative way for students to participate in 
discussions. This approach may or may not be appropriate in a program setting but YD 
professionals should strive to find suitable ways in which youth can contribute to group 
activities that match the culture of the program. Sharing responsibility means that all group 
members are responsible for achieving the goals of the activity. YD professionals can share 
responsibility for program activities by balancing the amount of control that (s)he has with the 
amount of control given to youth. It is likely that the age and developmental stage of the 
children or adolescents will determine the amount of control given to youth. It is common for 
youth to assume more responsibility as they get older but a PYD approach supports younger 
children assuming some responsibility for achieving the learning goals of enrichment activities.  
As facilitators, YD professionals should model the behaviors and types of thinking that will 
prepare youth to achieve learning objectives. This can occur through discussion, examples, or 
even demonstrations. The key here is to provide youth with representations of the types of 
thinking and behaviors that will help them achieve the goals of each activity. 
 
Group facilitation techniques will change depending on a variety of factors such as the contexts, 
the age of youth, and the type of activity.  Even so, the key factors mentioned above will have 
to be addressed in almost all situations. Thus, the group facilitation domain of knowledge is 
characterized by an understanding of the components of cooperative group learning and 
promising strategies used to implement each component. Observation of program activities and 
reviewing practice-oriented research may provide support for a YD professional seeking to 
enhance their knowledge of group facilitation. 
 
Knowledge of Contexts and Organizational Systems 
Knowledge of contexts and organizational systems asks that YD professionals understand the 
diverse contexts that youth are encounter at a systemic level, starting with their programs. 
According to NRC and IOM (2002) youth programs that promote healthy development should 
provide: (1) physical and psychological safety; (2) appropriate structure; (3) supportive 
relationships; (4) positive social norms; (5) opportunities for skill building; (6) support for 
efficacy and mattering (7) opportunities to belong; and (8) integration of family, school, and 
community efforts.  YD professionals can use these features as guidelines when designing 



program environments (as opposed to activities) and as standards to achieve in program 
implementation.  
 
Knowledge of contexts and organizational systems is also needed to identify opportunities for 
the program to grow as well as any constraints that exist for expanding and improving the 
program. For example, YD professionals should have knowledge of the school and district 
regulations, school culture, and community resources that can impede and/or facilitate the 
implementation of the program. Imagine an existing program that serves youth who live too far 
to walk home after the program ends in the evening. Yet, the school district provides a “late 
bus” for athletes who stay after school for practice. Knowledge of the school system and how it 
aligns with the program can be used to solve this problem. But the solution to this dilemma 
involves more than just knowledge of the multiple contexts it also involves YD professionals 
becoming advocates for youth. In this example, it’s likely that a YD professional would have to 
seek support and/or permission from school officials for program youth to ride the “late bus” 
with the athletes.  
 
Other key contexts and organizations that youth encounter are businesses, community 
organizations, and their families. These contexts and organizations also provide constraints and 
opportunities for program implementation. For instance, some community organizations accept 
youth volunteers.  Knowledge of the organizations and businesses within a community that 
welcome youth volunteers can facilitate the development of service projects within a program. 
Knowledge of contexts and organizational systems will most likely be gained through a 
combination of experience and familiarization with current research. The knowledge of 
particular schools, districts, businesses and organizations are probably best gained through 
experience within a community. However, research can also point to the features of high quality 
developmental settings and may also highlight common constraints and opportunities that arise 
within communities (e.g. Benson, 2003; Camino & Zeldin, 2002). 

 
Specialized Youth Development Knowledge 
As mentioned previously, Shulman (1986) advanced PCK as a knowledge domain that 
exemplified the expertise for teaching a certain subject. Specifically, PCK emerged as a 
combination of content knowledge and pedagogical strategies for teaching a specific topic. In 
TODI, Walker et al. (2005) begin to articulate a similar type of knowledge for youth 
programming. They assert that a youths’ learning process in activities is influenced by the 
interplay between the environment, the subject matter of the program activity, and the 
pedagogical approach. Drawing from these earlier theories, I delineate a new domain of 
knowledge for YD professionals, Specialized Youth Development Knowledge (SYDK). This new 
domain of knowledge includes the previously described foundational knowledge, topical 
knowledge for a given activity, and a pedagogical approach.   
 
According to TODI, the subject matter content is the main topic of the program or activity and 
should determine how the activity is delivered and the roles that young people can assume 
(Walker et al., 2005). This definition adequately describes the type of knowledge that YD 
professionals should have about the topic of a given activity as part of SYDK. Nonetheless, the 
term topical knowledge will be used as an alternative to subject matter content. Subject matter 
content implies an expertise in traditional academic subjects such as math, science, English and 
social studies.  While expertise in these areas can be useful when implementing activities they 
are not always necessary. In comparison, topical knowledge invokes a broader knowledge base 
that can include aspects of traditional academic subjects but is comprised of various themes 
such as video games, cooking, and poetry that can be used in program activities with youth. 



The intent is not to devalue expertise in academic subjects but to capture the tension between 
having in depth knowledge of one subject area and being familiar enough with a topic to shape 
an activity to promote skill-building. The distinction between the two terms is meant to 
emphasize that it is possible for YD professionals to facilitate an activity that will enhance math 
skills without having been a math major or improve youths’ public speaking skills without having 
a degree in communications. Topical knowledge, then, is a general knowledge of the main 
content of the activity and the implications for youth involvement in the delivery of activities on 
the topic.  
 
TODI also asserts that that the subject matter content (more aptly described as topical 
knowledge) is what attracts youth to the program, however, to design activities that appeal to 
young people and promote positive outcomes YD professionals must also rely on their 
foundational knowledge. Specifically, a YD professional would need to uphold the principles of 
PYD in the execution of activities and be intentional about the types of learning opportunities 
included in those activities to appeal to the developmental needs of youth. It is this mixture of 
knowledge that makes SYDK a unique domain of knowledge. 
 
A specific pedagogy still remains undefined. The description of the central tasks of YD 
professional’s practice highlights that group activities and collaboration are embedded in the 
profession. Thus, an appropriate pedagogy would be sensitive to these characteristics. Larson 
and Walker (2005) observed YD professionals using collaborative learning with their young 
people. This approach considers learning as a process that occurs through interactions with 
others. Larson and Walker (2005) emphasize that an experienced YD professional can guide the 
learning process through scaffolding, encouragement, modeling techniques and behaviors, and 
directing youth’s attention. Yet, they critique collaborative learning for not addressing how to 
support emotional growth in young people. Stein et al. (2005) and Walker et al. (2005) suggest 
experiential learning as a pedagogy for youth programming. Experiential learning focuses on 
the interaction between the individual and their environment as the source for learning. This 
contextual interaction or experience is followed by reflection, which informs the understanding 
of abstract concepts (Smith, 2001). As the individual gains a deeper understanding of the 
concept, (s)he can apply it to new settings (Smith, 2001).  Again, it’s the mixture of knowledge 
that holds the most promise, collaborative learning techniques coupled with an experiential 
learning pedagogy can provide powerful learning opportunities for youth. In a combination of 
the two approaches, adults would guide collaborative experience, which allows youth to learn 
from all aspects of their environments including any emotions that may arise. Then, through 
reflection facilitated by a YD professional, young people would process what they learned and 
felt. A subsequent activity (shaped by a YD professional) would provide opportunities for youth 
to apply their new knowledge.   
 
This brand of pedagogy would be incomplete without knowledge of how to structure activities 
that boost positive youth outcomes. Durlak and Weissburg (2007) found that S.A.F.E activities 
were associated with improvement in youth’s personal and social skills.  Programs whose 
activities were sequenced or scaffold youth abilities to build a particular set of skills and used 
active forms of learning (e.g. experience) were more likely to improve outcomes for 
participating youth. Furthermore, these programs included at least one component that was 
focused on a developmental goal and included activities that explicitly targeted a specific skill. 
These activities features are not meant to replace the four activity features identified by Roth 
and Brooks Gunn (2003a; 2003b; 2003c) rather they are intend to complement them and 
support implementation of activities that promote positive outcomes for youth. Therefore, 



S.A.F.E. activities along with a collaborative, experiential approach describe the instructional 
strategies or pedagogy that seem most suited to the central tasks of YD professionals.  
 
Much like PCK, Specialized Youth Development Knowledge emphasizes that different domains of 
knowledge are combined to foster growth and development in young people. Theoretically, 
foundational knowledge will work with topical knowledge to inform how content will be explored 
and topical knowledge and the pedagogical approach are coupled to design activities. There 
may be more ways in which these types of knowledge work together to guide the practice of 
YD professionals that have not yet been identified. Even at this nascent stage, the SYDK 
describes a form of expert knowledge that is needed by YD professionals to implement 
engaging high-quality activities but it is remains unclear how to develop SYDK in the YD 
workforce. 
 

Discussion 
 
A proposed model of knowledge for YD professionals is merely a starting point and raises 
several research questions. Do expert YD professionals exhibit the domains of knowledge in 
practice? If so, what serves as evidence of the proposed knowledge domains? How does this 
model of knowledge relate to program quality? What are the implications of this model for 
recruiting, hiring, and training future YD professionals? Together these questions may be the 
beginning of a practice-oriented research agenda about youth development programs. 
Currently, the field may not be ready to provide answers to these questions. Perhaps, our first 
step should be to continue to articulate a model of knowledge for YD professionals. It is in this 
spirit that I invite others, practitioners and researchers alike, to join me, in building upon, 
refining, and critiquing this model in an effort to define expertise in the youth development 
field. 
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