
The Minnesota Youth Caucus  
The Minnesota Youth Caucus on OST was one of 
several strategies the Minnesota Commission on 
OST used to hear directly from youth.   Prior to 
the Caucus, Commission staff gathered input 
from youth through an OST survey and eight 
youth focus groups. Twenty youth leaders from 
around the state were invited to come together 
as the Youth Caucus to discuss issues in more 
depth and create a series of recommendations to 
better inform the Commission’s final recommen-
dations. While it was recognized that 20 youth 
could not fully reflect the population of youth 
across the state, the intent of the Caucus was 
to: 
 

• reflect on a broad range of youth voices from 
surveys, focus groups, and interviews; 

• critically analyze and synthesize that infor-
mation; 

• examine elements of quality, quantity, and 
accessibility of both programmed and inde-
pendent OST; and 

• create a series of recommendations. 
 
To bring together this statewide group, Caucus 
staff worked with various youth development 
professionals from different regions to recruit 
high school-aged youth applicants from large ur-
ban centers, suburban cities, and Greater Minne-
sota (for a list of names, see page 4) 
 
The Recommendations 
As consumers of programs, Minnesota youth have 
a vested interest in decisions made regarding 

OST opportunities in the state. After in-depth 
exploration of issues surrounding OST, including 
the review and synthesis of information col-
lected from youth around the state, the Caucus 
sets forth the following recommendations for 
consideration by the Minnesota Commission on 
OST. Following each recommendation is a sum-
mary of the background rationale and discussions 
that led to consensus. 
 
The first three recommendations broadly  
address OST oversight in the state. 
 
Recommendation #1:  
Community organizations, schools, and gov-
erning/administrative bodies work together 
and partner to act as resources to provide 
quality OST programs for youth. 
 

This recommendation resulted from the knowl-
edge that complex programming requires col-
laboration and is most effective if it draws upon 
all available resources. Youth expressed the be-
lief that bypassing bureaucratic and “turf” con-
flict is the only way to effectively sustain youth 
programs. 
 
Recommendation #2:  
Create an independent statewide entity to 
support Minnesota OST programming. Include 
both youth and adults members who, initially, 
have responsibility in four primary areas: de-
veloping and promoting quality standards; 
marketing and public awareness; designing 
and maintaining a Web site; and establishing 
regional resource centers.   
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This recommendation emerged from concern 
about what was going to happen after the Cau-
cus and after the Commission—Who will be  
accountable for the final recommendations of 
the Commission? Youth agreed that there ought 
to be an “umbrella system” that has clear ac-
countability and will ensure that: 
 
• the Commission recommendations are carried 

out; 
• there is always youth voice and involvement 

in OST issues; and 
• there are standards in the state for OST pro-

gramming. 
 
There was significant discussion about the loca-
tion of this statewide entity.  Caucus members 
strongly recommended that this umbrella system 
be an independent entity that is not affiliated 
with an existing youth development organization 
or department of state government. 
 
Supporting OST Programming in Minnesota 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendation #3:  
Link the statewide OST entity with regional or 
county “OST sub-groups” that have youth and 
adult representation from community-based 
youth organizations, schools, business part-
ners, and parents. These subgroups give per-
spective and make decisions about local OST 
programming, in addition to informing the 
statewide efforts. 
 

While the statewide entity would be responsible 
for broader efforts, given the differences be-
tween communities’ needs, interests, available 

activities, transportation, and so on, these sub-
groups would be responsible for decisions affect-
ing regional OST issues. These groups would also 
provide opportunities for bridging the generation 
gap, allowing for youth-adult partnerships at the 
local level and giving youth the opportunity for 
their voices to be heard. 

 
Recommendations 4-7 relate to more specific 
areas of responsibility for the statewide OST 
entity. 
 
Recommendation #4:  
Establish a statewide set of accepted quality 
standards for OST programming. These 
“quality” definitions guide future OST funding 
(foundation, state, federal, and private). 
 

There was clear consensus that program oppor-
tunities across the state need to have consistent 
quality, OST programs should be accountable for 
their quality, and that OST programs should be 
consistently funded based on these quality stan-
dards. 
 
Recommendation #5:  
Develop statewide OST public awareness cam-
paigns targeted at youth and at the general 
public. Allocate funds to support marketing 
and public awareness efforts by OST pro-
grams in Minnesota. 
 

Research shows positive OST use leads to posi-
tive development. However 7 of 10 youth don’t 
know what exists in terms of OST opportunities 
in their communities. Informing young people 
about what is available increases access to pro-
gram. Likewise, an informed public will care 
enough to take action. Unfortunately most pro-
grams are currently struggling to secure ade-
quate funding to simply run programs and don’t 
have the resources to invest in general public 
awareness and marketing. 
 
Recommendation #6:  
Create a Website dedicated to supporting OST 
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efforts throughout the state, and include  
access to marketing information for youth re-
lated to programs in their communities.  
 

While access issues emerge with this recommen-
dation, most youth today do use the Internet as 
a form of communication at home or at school 
and it is an effective tool for reaching a wide 
segment of the population. 
 
Recommendation #7:  
Within every county in the state establish a 
resource center that collects and stores infor-
mation on OST funding opportunities and pro-
vides free education about how to apply for 
funding.  
 

Since many programs apply to the same funding 
source, and individuals typically do not know 
where to find or how to apply for funding, youth 
felt this would be a good use of resources.  
 
Recommendations 8-10 relate to future work 
around access issues for the statewide entity to 
facilitate. 
 
Recommendation #8:  
Work for state-level changes in transporta-
tion policy including reduced fares for youth 
on public transportation and the relaxation of 
personal liability issues to promote carpool-
ing.  
 

Transportation is a huge access issue, particu-
larly in large urban centers and smaller rural 
towns. Increased access to transportation across 
the state will result in increased youth participa-
tion. An example of this is the increased access 
that senior citizens have to public transportation 
as a result of discounted senior fares. 
 
Recommendation #9:  
Make more space available for youth pro-
grams. 
 

Youth agree that the quality of a program is sig-
nificantly lessened when the site is over-
crowded. 
 
Recommendation #10:  
Enlist schools to play an integral role in OST 
access issues, both in offering programs and 
marketing other opportunities, including sur-
veying students on their interests and provid-
ing information about programs that corre-
late with their interests.  

School systems deal with a diverse and large 
population of youth and are an ideal place for 
youth to explore their interests and learn about 
programs that are available to them. 
 
The Caucus, July 9-11, 2004 
None of the Caucus members knew more than 
one other participant when they arrived at the 
meeting at YMCA Camp Ihduhapi. The first day 
was spent in team building activities designed to 
establish the groundwork for the rest of the 
weekend. On the second day, youth participants 
immersed themselves in reviewing the previously 
mentioned OST data collected by the Commis-
sion. In addition to the survey and focus group 
data, each Caucus participant completed her or 
his own research prior to the Caucus by conduct-
ing interviews with three peers who were not 
involved in many OST activities. Caucus mem-
bers analyzed that data as well and identified 
general themes from the interviews. They organ-
ized their assessment of the surveys, focus 
groups, and interviews into five focus areas es-
tablished previously by the Commission: Access, 
Marketing, Community Will, Quality, and Re-
sources. The importance of youth voice in pro-
gramming and of youth-adult partnerships for 
planning and decision making also emerged as 
focus areas. 
 
In the afternoon, six commissioners joined the 
Caucus to engage in continued problem solving 
around the issues of each focus area. They iden-
tified successful OST models and best practices 
in each focus area. Working together, youth and 
adults developed action steps, building on each 
others’ ideas collaboratively. (A supplement to 
this brief includes a comprehensive list of those 
implementation and action suggestions.) Follow-
ing their work with the commissioners, youth 
took all of the information from the day and be-
gan to draft recommendations to move the work 
and ideas forward in each of the focus areas. 
Participants presented their draft recommenda-
tions to the entire Caucus on the last day.  Dis-
cussion and clarification from the group led to 
consensus on which recommendations to present 
to the Commission.  
 
Youth Caucus Voices 
A number of the themes that emerged during the 
Caucus are not fully captured in the recommen-
dations.  
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• Youth are significantly concerned with a 
wide range of diversity issues and challenges 
that impact them regularly in schools and 
communities. These diversity issues range 
from intolerance of programs for GLBT 
youth, to challenges with acceptance and 
understanding across ethnic and cultural dif-
ferences, especially in rapidly changing 
greater Minnesota.  Participants also recog-
nized regional differences related to individ-
ual OST issues. 

 
• Youth gained a realization and appreciation 

about the complexity of issues surrounding 
OST, as illustrated by these examples of their 
comments: 
“I think that OST is more important than I 
ever thought.” 
“I understand that there is a lot more work 
to be done on this subject.” 
“I now think that OST programs really con-
tribute to the lives of young people.” 

 
• Youth left the Caucus excited and passion-

ate about the possibilities that may emerge 
as a result of their work with the Commis-
sion: 
“I will be here to see this through no matter 
what.” 
“I came in knowing OST is really important, 
but not much more. I will leave with a true 
understanding and a mission for the state and 
my own community.” 
“I’ve learned that I am truly passionate 
about youth to work so hard on this!” 
“We have been true to what we say and rec-
ommend. We hope you are true too.” 

 
• Youth expressed genuine appreciation to 

the Commission for creating this opportunity 
and to the Commissioners who participated 

in the Caucus. The success of the joint ses-
sion moved the youth from talking about 
“more youth voice” to talking about “more 
youth-adult partnerships” and a desire for 
continued work together: 
“Thank you for caring enough to hear our 
views and thoughts.” 
“The youth have more to say than you could 
probably have imagined. We worked hard for 
our cause and I hope that we can continue to 
work with you in the future.” 
“Thanks for working with me.” 
“Thank you for your time. It was awesome to 
spend time with the six of you who came to 
our Caucus.” 

 
• Youth gained some personal learnings that 

went beyond the topic of OST and applied to 
life beyond the Caucus: 
“My ideas became more complete when I had 
someone else’s ideas to collaborate with 
mine.” 
“I learned that I need not be the leader all 
the time and can let others lead.” 
“I learned that it takes time to come up with 
something great.” 

 
Youth Caucus Voices 
The 2004 Minnesota Youth Caucus on OST mem-
bers were: Erko Abdullahi, St. Paul; Charie Gill, 
North Minneapolis; Shallonda Jackson, North Min-
neapolis; Thomas Johnson, Duluth; Madeline 
Jones, Minnetonka; Nicholas King, Duluth; Sarah 
Mattison, Thief River Falls; Ernest Mendoza, 
South Minneapolis; Shannon Mikrut, New Brigh-
ton; Maggie Nelson, Minnetonka; Malinn Pate, 
Shoreview; Mariahma Presley-Ellis, St. Paul; Ja-
mie Torgrimson, Duluth; Mai Cha Vang, St. Paul; 
Brandon Walter, Lyle; Via Yang, St. Paul; Brandy 
Hyatt, South Minneapolis. 
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of Minnesota Presidential Initiative on Children, Youth and Families.  The Commission convenes in 
January 2004 and will meet five times over the next year. 

THE MCKNIGHT FOUNDATION 


