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Introduction

“l would like to stress the importance of including the perspectives of
adolescents like us in the policymaking process.In doing so, laws will be
written for youth, with youth,” said 18-year-old Lauren de Leon, a high
school senior from Los Angeles.

Lauren, along with other teens from throughout California, held a
briefing at the state capitol last spring to share youths'views with
policymakers and legislative advocates. The event is one example of

the many ways that young people throughout California are getting
involved in public policy. Despite youths'abilities and willingness to help
formulate policies, policymakers typically overlook this resource. More
than 300 youth-related bills were introduced during the most recent
session of the California legislature. In most cases, lawmakers drafted
and voted on these youth bills without seeking any feedback from
young people.

This policy brief demonstrates that well-prepared youth not only can
contribute effectively to the state policymaking process, but that
policymakers and administrators have an obligation to enable them to
do so.This claim will be supported by several policymaker interviews,'
as well as a case study of a California Center for Civic Participation
(California Center) youth group that is targeting teen pregnancy
prevention policies.

Youth Improve Public Policies

Public policies affecting teens are stronger and more on target when
youth are consulted. In the same way that finance legislation would
never become law without input from the commerce lobby, youth-
related policies are informed by youths' viewpoints. Even policies

not typically thought of as “youth issues’—such as land use or the
environment—can benefit from youth input. Whether considering
state legislation, the implementation of government programs, or
local school policies, youth bring different insights and viewpoints
to the table.

"Youth add a freshness of perspective; they give real life suggestions
on how we can improve our world,” said Delaine Eastin, former
California Superintendent of Public Instruction, who noted that when
she was an assemblywoman she had sponsored legislation developed
by teens.”Some people don't take youth seriously, but I like to point
out that, during the American Revolution, many of our nation’s
founders were in their teens or early twenties, including Thomas
Jefferson, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison.”

How to Involve Youth in Policy

Invite Youth to:
+ Help draft and revise legislation
« Testify before committees

- Serve on boards, task forces

- Participate in policy conferences and meetings e

Source: California Center for Civic Participation, 2003.

The Results:
+ Stronger, more effective public policies

+ Policies that take into account the views and life experiences
of youth—an often under represented constituency

+ More innovative thinking among policymakers, due to the
influence of new ideas

+ Heightened understanding of youth perspectives by
policymakers

+ Greater faith in the democratic system by youth

+ Improved leadership, critical thinking, and public speaking
skills by youth




Logistics: Make it Easier for Youth to Meet With Policymakers Resources

Even the most knowledgeable, well-prepared teens have to deal with
logistics, such as transportation, parent permission slips, timing,and
chaperones. Experienced youth organizations can help youth (and the
policymakers who want to hear from them) work through these issues.

California Statewide Resources

1. California Adolescent Health Collaborative, http://www.californiateenhealth.org/youth/profiles.htmli,
posts online profiles of 29 agencies involving youth in public policy.

i . X X . 2. California Center for Civic Participation, http://www.californiacenter.org, provides training and
Another solution, posed by California Education Secretary Kerry Mazzoni, support for youth governance statewide.
is for pohcymakers to go to youth.V\/hen she served in the Assembly, she 3. California Coalition for Youth, http://www.ccyfc.org, provides information and education, conducts
established youth advisory committees in her district on various issues. policy advocacy,and offers the California Youth Crisis Line.
This system ena bled her to get youth feedback without asking them 4. California Youth Connections, http://www.calyouthconn.org, works to improve foster care and to
to travel.“In one group, all the youth were previous drug users Maybe a educate the public and policymakers about the unique needs of foster care youth.

. , .

few of them looked a little weird, but what mattered was that they knew 5. Chicano Latino Youth Leadership Project, http://www.clylp.com, educates youth about leadership,

i o . e e community involvement, and public policy issues.
more than I did about the subject,”said Secretary Mazzoni."Politicians

. X . , X 6. Constitutional Rights Foundation, http.//crf-usa.org, promotes youth civic life through education

can sometimes be judgmental, but if we don't push those judgments and training,

aside they prevent us from doing a good job.”

California Local and Regional Resources

1. C-Beyond, Concord, http//www.youthec.org, juvenile justice organization that develops youth
leaders.
2. Community Wellness Partnership, Pamona, http.//www.pomonayouth.org/index.html, builds healthy

Tlps for POI'Cymakers communities through youth leadership development programs and changes public health

policies with prevention advocacy efforts and youth violence prevention initiatives.

3. South Central Youth Empowered Through Action, Los Angeles, http.//www.ccsapt.org/about/

+ Don’t underestimate or patronize youth. Feel free to ask scyea.html, works on social issues including drugs and alcohol.
them the tough questions; you will be surprised how often 4. Youth Alive, Oakland, http.//www.youthalive.org, works on youth violence prevention.
they know the answers. 5. Youth In Focus, Davis, http://www.youthinfocus.net promotes youth-led research and program

e . X . evaluation with programs in the Bay Area, Central Valley,and Sierra Nevada.
- Don't judge on appearance. A nose ring or wild hairstyle
6. Youth Making a Change (Y-MAC), San Francisco, http://www.colemanadvocates.org, works to

does not mitigate a young persons ablhty to think crltlcally improve the well-being of San Francisco’s children, youth, and their families through policy
about public policies. advocacy, grassroots organizing, and coalition building.

7. Youth Leadership Institute, San Francisco and Marin counties, http//www.yli.org, provides a wide

- Don’t assume all youth feel the same way. Just as adults o
range of trainings for youth.

disagree, so do youth.This reality means policymakers must
seek advice from a range of young people from different National Youth Resources
backgrounds (i.e, not just student body presidents). Remember 1.
to include nontraditional and marginalized youth.

Arsalyn Foundation, http.//www.arsalyn.org

2. Forum of Youth Investment, http://www.forumforyouthinvestment.org
- Callon youth organizations such as those listed in 3. Innovation Center for Community and Youth Development, http.//www.theinnovationcenter.org
the endnotes of this document to find youth who are 4. National 4-H Council, http://www.fourhcouncil.edu
knowledgeable about your issues. 5. National Network for Youth, http.//www.nn4youth.org/my/shared/home.jsp
- Encourage youth to present solutions, rather than just
problems. Often youth will offer ideas you will not have Notes
considered. 1. The following people were interviewed for this brief: Amy Dean, Office of California Senator

Dede Alpert, September 9,2002; Delaine Eastin, former California Superintendent of Public
Instruction, September 12, 2002; Kim Flores, Office of Senator Jackie Speier, September 11,
2002; Erika Goncalves, former California Board of Education youth member, October 3,2002;
Maura Keaney, i.e.Communications, September 2002; Patricia Marques, Parks, Beaches, and
Recreation Department, City of Pacifica, CA, September 10, 2002; Kerry Mazzoni, California
Secretary of Education, September 18,2002; Caroline Roberts, Department of Education School
Health Connections Program, September 16,2002; John Vasconcellos, California State Senator,
September 19,2002; and Jim Wilson, California Senate Education Committee staff, September
2002.

2. Observation shared by Jim Wilson, Amy Dean, Kerry Mazzoni,and John Vasconcellos.

3. While SB 515 passed both houses of the legislature, it was vetoed by Governor Gray Davis in
January 2002.

4. California Adolescent Health Collaborative (2000). Investing in adolescent health: a social imperative
for California’s future. San Francisco, CA: University of California, San Francisco. National Adolescent
Health Information Center.

5. FerberT,&Pittman, K, with Marshall, T. (2002). State youth policy: Helping all youth to grow up fully
prepared and fully engaged. Takoma Park, MD: The Forum for Youth Investment.

6. Obstacles to student participation in out-of-school activities heightened in 1997 when California
SB 727 became law. SB 727 changed policy so that schools were financially penalized for any
absence, excused or unexcused. Schools are now penalized for any out-of-school activity—even
activities with great merit such as testifying before the legislature—unless a teacher also attends.



