
Second Annual Middle School / High School Conference 
Highlights Youth Engagement 

�

There is no perfect formula that guarantees 
positive youth engagement. However, Rebecca 
Saito and her colleagues at the University of 
Minnesota may have come up with an almost 
fool proof recipe.  Ms. Saito spoke at the 
Connecticut After School Network’s 2nd annual 
Middle School and High School conference on 
February 6, 2009 about the “Rings of 
Engagement” and how the combination of 
participation, passion, voice and collective 
leadership has proven to be just the right mix to 
engage youth in the Twin Cities.  

 

Michelle Cunningham, Ken Anthony and Rebecca Saito 

Ms. Saito discussed the meaning of “youth 
engagement” and debunked a few myths about 
how to approach the issue, such as the belief that 
adults are ready for youth engagement or that 
engagement is accomplished by placing one 
youth on a board or committee. She emphasized 
that there is a great deal of relationship and trust 
building that must be in place before adults can 
successfully involve and engage youth into 
participating in the process. Once youth are 
engaged – watch out! Collectively they are a 
highly creative and passionate group that can do 
wonders for a community in need of some 
serious social revitalization. Saito showed 
wonderful examples of how youth created maps 

of neighborhood programs led to permanent city 
funding for a free bus and route specifically for 
youth to use to frequent these safe, enriching 
programs. A partnership that no one would have 
thought possible until a few dedicated believers 
made it so. 

Participants at the conference were then placed 
in networking groups with people they had never 
met to determine their most immediate as well 
as big picture needs and to strategize a bit on 
how to achieve their goals. The sessions gave 
participants the opportunity to brainstorm with 
others in similar situations with the intent of 
creating new partnerships and connections 
amongst professionals in an all too often 
fragmented and disconnected after school 
community. These “Learning Circles” will be 
receiving support from the Network in the way 
of articles and technical discussions based on 
what the group identified as their pressing need. 
Follow up is planned with each group leader 
with the hope that these newly cultivated 
relationships can become beneficial and 
permanent. 

 

A “Learning Circle” in progress 

 



There were also display tables highlighting 
exemplary after school programs throughout the 
state that included: LEARN Science and 
Technology Magnet School of New London; 
Educational Resources for Children of Enfield; 
The Zone out of the Ellington Public Schools; 
CLASP and FLASH programs out of the 
Stratford Public Schools; Learning Advantage 
Math Tutoring of Danbury Youth Services; 
Youth Development Training and Resource 
Center of New Haven; Branford School Age 
Child Care; and Peace Jam of New Haven.  
Representatives from each program were on 
hand to answer questions and provide insight 
into how to produce a highly successful and 
engaging after school program.  

      
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exhibitors discuss their programs 

 

 


