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ANSWERING THE 
CALL TO SERVICE

W H AT EXACTLY DO W E M EAN BY "YOUTH  

NOT TRADITIONALLY ASK ED TO SERVE"?

Int roduct ion

We see enthusiast ic young people eager to answer the cal l  to service. 
With the growing number of  youth ready to engage in service projects and 
organizat ions eager to recruit  these youth passionate to serve, i t  is easy to 
fal l  into the pract ice of  recruit ing f rom the same pool  of  kids. 
Consequent ly, certain young people who are just  as eager to give back and 
serve their communit ies are of ten t imes lef t  out  of  the conversat ion. YSA 
bel ieves that  youth who are not  t radit ional ly asked to serve (YNTATS) are 
equal ly as eager and capable of  being  leaders in their communit ies. It  is 
up to us to create an environment where they too can experience the 
great  benef its of  being a posit ive voice in one's community.

YSA's Lead Agencies are the leaders of  Global  Youth Service Day in their 
communit ies across the United States. As a youth-serving organizat ion, 
they are responsible for engaging hundreds to thousands of  young people 
in a GYSD event  through their coal it ion of  local  partners. Incorporated in 
this resource is their shared experience with engaging YNTATS, which is  an 
invaluable perspect ive for YSA and the Global  Youth Service Network.



These tips were all 
suggested by our 

GYSD Lead AgenciesENGAGING A NEW  GROUP OF YOUTH  IN 

TH E CALL TO SERVICE 

Ten Tips

1. Understand the demographic of  the youth you want  to engage. 

2. Discover and engage the interests of  the youth when choosing and planning 
project(s). 

3. Play to the st rengths and qual it ies of   youth. 

4. Ut i l ize targeted sof t  ski l ls when working direct ly with youth. 

5. Reach out  to inf luent ial  persons in the l ives of  youth.

6. Col laborate with organizat ions al ready doing great  work with youth in your 
community.

7. Brainstorm and provide t ransportat ion and accommodat ions for youth. 

8. Research and integrate the convent ional  schedules of  youth. 

9. Ensure adequate staf f ing for the projects(s). 

10. Planning ahead and staying organized to succeed. 
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YNTATS: Youth Not 
Traditionally Asked 

To Serve
W H O IS INCLUDED IN "YOUTH  NOT 

TRADITIONALLY ASK ED TO SERVE"?

Def ining YNTATS

When we use the term "youth not  t radit ional ly 

asked to serve", or "YNTATS" for short , we are 

referring to a demographic of  youth that  are too 

of ten lef t  out  when we recruit  youth for volunteer 

service projects. We also recognize that  YNTATS 

look dif ferent  across communit ies. This resource 

provides best  pract ices, examples, and t ips f rom 

YSA's GYSD Lead Agency Program to assist   

organizat ions in ident ifying, recruit ing, and 

engaging YNTATS in their communit ies. We 

strongly bel ieve al l  young people have the abil i ty 

to improve their community. We hope this 

resource helps you reach out  to those you may not  

al ready be working with! 

Some examples include:

- Minority youth
- Youth in the system (foster care, juvenile detent ion 

centers, parole)
- Youth with special  needs
- Youth f rom underprivi leged backgrounds 

(homeless youth or in poverty)
- Youth with non-t radit ional  family backgrounds 

(single parents, divorced parents)
- Youth exposed to violence or abuse
- Youth with mental  or physical  disabil i t ies
- Youth with l imited Engl ish prof iciency
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It is important to know the individual circumstances of 
the YNTATS you are targeting. Whether it 's youth with 
physical disabilit ies, minority youth, or at-risk youth, it 
is important to recognize the comfort zone of the 
youth you are engaging. As project leaders might be 
new to the process of collaborating with YTNATS, it is 
always a good idea to recruit the help of staff  or other 
individuals familiar with YTNATS to keep projects stay 
within this zone. Be aware of the limitations and the 
restrictions when it comes to (for example) project 
supplies, encounters with other people, and their 
environment. Know their needs (i.e. medical, 
social, legal) and be sure there is more than 
enough support for them and their 
accommodations. Whatever the case, 
everyone?s goal is to plan a fun, safe, and 
engaging project for the benefit of the youth. 

Understanding the Demographic   
FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Always consider and ask key staff  
about possible safety issues of the 
population you are trying to 
engage. For example, some 
supplies or materials may not be 
appropriate for specif ic youth. 
However, with appropriate 
preparation, any project can be 
amended to meet the needs of a 
group or organization." - Caroline 
Ledlie, Youth Villages AmeriCorps

Check out these sample projects 
from Youth Villages for youth in 
the system.

Take time to 
listen to the 

youth and learn 
their culture!
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Understand the demographic  (Cont inued)

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"For SHIFT's work with Native 
American youth, it took time 
to earn their trust as an 
outsider in their community. 
Once the youth bought into 
our organization's work on 
scoliosis, they were more 
engaging and will ing to get 
involved and personalize the 
project for their community." 
- Sami Petersen,

 Founder, SHIFT

Scoliosis  

We must be will ing to learn, participate, share, and be 
open to the circumstances and culture of all of our 
youth volunteers. The United States is not a 
homogeneous country.  Many groups across the US 
have dif ferent cultures, with dif ferent traditions and 
customs, which we must learn to embrace if  we want to 
effectively engage them in community service. 
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YSA believes youth identifying the community need or issue they are 
passionate about is the fundamental f irst step when facilitating a 
meaningful, youth-led community service project. Using what we call 
the ?spark f ire? model, it is important to incorporate their spark (skil l, 
talent, or interest) of the YNTATS into the planning and 
implementation of a  project. Not only does this ensure more buy-in  
to the project, it also empowers the youth to know their actions can 
make an impact on their respective communities.

What is your spark?

A ?spark? is an activity or interest that truly engages kids to be their 
best, such as creative arts, athletics, or learning a specif ic subject. 
Identifying the ?spark? of the YNTATS you are engaging can serve as 
a great foundation for your project.

What is your f ire?

The ?f ire? is the area, topic, or community issue the YNTATS is 
passionate about and would like to address through a project. 

Combining sparks and f ire can ignite a f lame within young people, 
empowering them in ways that continue to amaze us.

Engage their interests

"One of our past service learning projects included 
building a mobile vending cart for students to learn 
basic life and vocational skil ls. Nicknamed the 
"Mobile Vendicator" by our youth, the cart has been 
used to sell snacks and drinks, handmade crafts and 
crops from our community garden. Individual 
groups have raised funds for supplies to knit 
beanies for newborn babies or to raise funds for 
organizations such as Heifer International and 
Habitat for Humanity. One project successfully 
raised more than $1,600 to purchase a water 
f iltration system for a school in Haiti, using not only 
the Mobile Vendicator, but through car washes and 
selling t-shirts. "

 - Caroline Ledlie, Youth Villages AmeriCorps 8



Just because these youth are not traditionally asked to 
serve does not mean they are incapable of doing so. 
YNTATS possess perspectives and talents that help 
ensure a youth-led community service 
project engages an entire community. 
Our goal is to facil itate the planning 
of youth-led projects that allows for 
the strengths of these youth to shine. 
Rather than viewing their 
circumstances as a setback, consider 
them as an opportunity to incorporate a 
fresh set of skil ls to a service project. 

Thus, it is essential to bring out, identify, and discover 
their strengths and perspective.  

For example, many youth in facil it ies may be much more 
compassionate and knowledgeable about community 
problems because these youth have been on the 
receiving end of charity or seen these issues f irst hand.  

LET THEIR SPARK 
SHINE THROUGH

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"A youth who used to lead a gang can 
motivate their peers to serve even if  they 
read on a 2nd grade level. These youth are 
also very talented at public speaking and 
can do prevention speeches at local schools 
and can speak persuasively. "-Tammy 
Holland, Texas Juvenile Justice Dept.

Find their Strengths
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Working collaboratively is a learned skill for everyone.  
However, unlike a traditional youth volunteer, YNTATS 
may face obstacles which present extra challenges. While 
some YNTATS come from non-traditional backgrounds, 
others have been exposed to maltreatment. It may take 
some time, not only for them to warm up to new people, 
but also to work in a collaborative environment. For this 
reason, when working with YNTATS, it is important to 
util ize and model soft skil ls such as patience, 
collaboration, and communication. It is also important to 
remain f lexible and adaptable because, as with any youth, 
their attitudes and circumstances may change 
at a moment?s notice. Additionally, creating a 

safe and 
welcoming 
environment 
where the youth 

BE PATIENT, 
FLEXIBLE, AND 

UNDERSTANDING

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Have an open mind, and never 
assume that youth do not want to 
serve. Sometimes they just need 
help to identify an issue that they 
are passionate about. Be will ing to 
work through hesitation or an init ial 
refusal to participate and continue 
to strive to engage them on a 
deeper level."  - Caroline Ledlie, 
Youth Villages AmeriCorps

- Train  staff  and other people 
involved in the project on 
disability etiquette, 
awareness, and language

- Try not to have exclusive 
assignments for 
disabled-people 
during your project

ADDITIONAL TIPS: 
For  You th  w i th  

Di sabi l i t i es

Ut i l i ze Sof t  Sk i l l s 
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It can be dif f icult to earn the trust or respect of YNTATS. 
For this reason, it would be of benefit to reach out to the 
positive, inf luential forces in their l ives. Not only do these 
individuals know the youth best and can help identify their 
spark (See pg.8), the youth will more readily l isten to 
counsel coming from these individuals when talking about 
service.

 

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Meet with a supervisor or mentor from the YNTATS?s organization 
and have the supervisor talk directly with them about service. 
Hopefully these youth will remember the service projects and work 
with/ for these organizations later in life." 

- Edison Nicholson, Youth Leadership 

Institute of Erie 

Outr each St r ategi es
ADDITIONAL TIPS:

- Reach out to YNTATS through 
channels of information they are 
familiar with (e.g. social media 
platforms, neighborhood and 
church newsletters, gathering 
places, agencies, organizations in 
their area)

- Invite other adults in their l ife to 
participate in the project and serve 
as a source of encouragement & 
engagement

- Use role models in their 
communities (e.g. business 
leaders, veterans, local sports 
stars, entertainers, polit icians, 
youth leaders) that have 
demonstrated a commitment to 
service 
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More than likely there are  organizations in your community 
that are already working with YNTATS. Not only can these 
organizations provide you with greater insight about YNTATS 
based on their experience, they can also share the 
responsibil it ies of planning a youth-led service project. By 
partnering with  organizations that share your goal of engaging 
YNTATS, you increase the scope and impact of not only your 
organization's mission, but also the community service projects 
young people are leading in your community. 

Potent ial  partners:

- Nonprof its (Social Workers or Case 
Managers)

- Churches (Youth Pastor)
- Local schools

"Building strong relationships with contacts, l ike transition 
coordinators, truancy off icers, special education teachers and 
guidance counselors, at the local high school and school 
district, is very helpful because our largest pool of students 
come from these places."  Ja'Von Clark, Lawrence County Social 
Services Inc.

GETTING THE 
YOUTH TO THE 

PROJECT FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Rely on your 
partners for 
recruiting so you 
can focus on 
programming and 
organizing your 
projects." - Edison 
Nicholson Youth 
Leadership 
Institute of Erie - 
Erie, Pennsylvania 

Col l abor at i on  an d  Coal i t i on s
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Often times transportation is the greatest obstacle 
preventing YNTATS from participating in service 
projects. Whether it be a child with a single parent, 
or a youth on parole, it can be dif f icult to coordinate 
feasible transportation for YNTATS. 

Therefore, it is important to brainstorm options and 
methods for the youth to get to and from all 
necessary locations. Many youth may not have 
access to transportation and may rely on public 
transit. Keep this in mind when selecting project 
locations, and remember to be f lexible.

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Flexibil ity and adaptability are 
essential for working with YNTATS and 
the organizations that serve these 
youth. Any given day, circumstances 
and attitudes can change. Always be 
prepared to amend and adapt to the 
needs of the group." Caroline Ledlie, 
Youth Villages AmeriCorps  

Tr an spor tat i on  an d  Accom m odat i on s
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When facilitating youth-led community service projects, 
it is necessary to consider the schedules of the young 
people you are collaborating with. This is even more 
important when working with YNTATS. When planning 
meetings, trainings, or any other function related to the 
service project, be sure to keep in mind how feasible it 
will be for YNTATS to be in attendance. If  this means 
limiting the number of meetings or cycling locations in 
order to accommodate the needs of the youth, we need 
to remember that the youth?s voice comes f irst! 

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Working around the schedule in facil it ies 
is the hardest part. In TX, they operate on a 
16hr schedule and every minute is planned 
out. They need to work with the 
Superintendent of schools in each facility 
to free up the schedules of the youth 
involved in the program." - Tammy Holland, 
Texas Juvenile Justice Department 

Pl an  ar oun d  thei r  schedu l e

ADDITIONAL TIPS:
For  You th  i n  the system

It can be challenging to 
accommodate the schedules of a 
youth in the system, whether inside 
a center, on parole, or in a halfway 
house. They have regular meetings 
with counselors, parole off icers, and 
tutors that many typical youth do 
not have to deal with. 

- Consult with the adults 
responsible for the youth (e.g. 
parole off icers, foster care 
provider, detention center 
superintendent) to know what 
best. works for their schedule

- Be sure to factor in 
transportation when working 
with the youth's schedules.

MEET THE YOUTH 
ON THEIR LEVEL
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When planning most service projects, it is always good to 
have an appropriate amount of supporting staff  for the 
youth. With YNTATS it is no dif ferent. Be sure to research 
and consider the needs of the YNTATS. Some  youth may 
legally require additional supervision. While accounting 
for other factors such as gender, ratio of staff  to youth, 
age, and clothing all play a role in the YNTATS's reaction 
to the staff . Ultimately, we want to have a team of staff  
and a support system that is most compatible with the 
needs of the youth. 

Helpful  t ips:

Streamline the work for the staff  involved, ensure 
everyone knows their role. Ask the youth 
and the staff  where there are holes- they 
will be the most knowledgeable about 
the projects.

ADDITIONAL TIPS: 
- Keeping in mind the demographic of your 

staff  is almost as important knowing the 
demographic of your youth. Things like 
gender rat io, age, clothing, and numbers are 
all important when organizing staff ing. 
Having a diverse staff  across various 
departments (medical , educat ional , safety, 
psychology, and food providers) equips you 
with the tools to deal with 
unexpected situations.

En sur e adequate staf f i n g 

IT TAKES A 
VILLAGE
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As we all know staying 
organized is always a key 
part in ensuring the success 
of any service project. 
While working with youth 
especially in the realm of 
service can be a fulf il l ing 
and exciting opportunity, it 
can also be f il led with 
volatil ity. The attitudes and 
circumstances may change 
at a moment?s notice and 
the odds of such happening 
increase when collaborating 
with YNTATS.  

A key part of staying 
organized is  
communication between 
you and the partners 
(schools, other non-prof its, 
government agencies, etc.)  
involved with the project. 
Keeping everyone informed 
of the project's logistics,  
schedule, contact l ist, and 
the needs of the YNTATS is 
essential to ensuring the 
success 
of the 
project.

Stay Or gan i zed  an d  Com m un i cate

FROM OUR EXPERTS:
"Nonprof its outside the 
system have a unique 
opportunity to engage youth 
are will ing to serve. It just 
takes some forethought and 
planning with people who 
work with these youth on a 
daily basis." -Tammy 
Holland, Texas Juvenile 
Justice Department

STAY INFORMED. 
STAY ORGANIZED.
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SPECIAL THANKS:

I f  your  organizat ion is doing a great job of 
engaging YNTATS and you are wi l l ing to lend 
your  exper t ise, we would love to include any 
addi t ional  in form ation in  th is r esource! W e want 
to m ake sure th is is a work ing docum ent that 
cont inues to im prove and expand on the best 
pract ices and exper ience of our  par tners. 

Em ai l  par tnerships team  at outreach@ysa.org 
with any addi t ional  in form ation your  
organizat ion m ay be wi l l ing to share.

Cour tney M aduike - YSA Community 
Development I ntern

Carol ine Ledl ie - Youth Villages 
Amer iCorps

Edison Nicholson - Youth Leadership 
I nstitute of Er ie

Ja'Von Clar k  - Lawrence County Social 
Services, I nc.

Tam m y H ol land - Texas Juvenile Justice 
Depar tment 

Sami Petersen - SH I FT Scoliosis


