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Executive Summary 
This report documents CARA’s 2013 Youth Leadership for College Access Summer Institute. Over 60 young 
people from across New York City participated in a three-week intensive training to develop the knowledge 
and skills needed to work within their schools or community-based organizations to help their peers 
through the post-secondary planning process.  

Key findings: 

 Youth Leaders developed a clear understanding of what their roles would be during the academic 
year working with their peers. 

 Youth Leaders gained the knowledge and language needed to talk about college – for themselves 
and for others – in sophisticated and nuanced ways. 

 Youth Leaders established a strong collective cross-site identity, resulting in their desire to continue 
collaboration in meaningful ways during the 2013-2014 school year. 

 Youth Leaders strengthened a set of skills recognized to be critical for post-secondary success. 
 The revised format for the Summer Institute – expanding training days and using a collaborative 

planning process – was a markedly better design than in past years. 
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Overview 

College Access: Research and Action (CARA) was 
founded to support the college access work of 
schools, community-based organizations (CBOs), 
and universities. Using educational reform and 
youth leadership strategies, CARA works with a 
variety of partners to create responsive and 
effective programs. By bringing together a range 
of people, institutions and perspectives, CARA 
leverages best practices, young	   peoples’	   lived	  
experiences, and existing resources to develop 
programs that help students from low-income 
backgrounds explore post-secondary options and 
navigate the multiple obstacles to college 
acceptance, matriculation and success. 

The Youth Leadership for College Access Training 
Institute	   is	   at	   the	   heart	   of	   CARA’s	   mission	   and	  
programs. Since our inception we have been 
training young people to serve as Youth Leaders 
so that they can support their peers through the college access process. We use three strategies in 
supporting schools and community-based organizations to use youth leadership as a college access 
strategy: training, coaching, and community. In 2013 we had the opportunity to advance our training work 
by expanding and deepening the Summer Training Institute. 

The Design of the Summer Institute 
CARA’s	  Youth	  Leadership	   for	  College	  Access	  Summer	  Institute	   is	  designed	  to	  prepare	  Youth	  Leaders	   to 
carry out their mission during the academic year: to raise awareness of, and support their peers through, 
the college process. As such, the Institute has three central goals: 

1. Provide Youth Leaders with the knowledge, skills, and experiences to successfully navigate and 
complete their own post-secondary planning process. 

2. Provide Youth Leaders with the knowledge, skills and experiences to help their peers to successfully 
navigate and complete the post-secondary planning process. 

3. Create a community across Youth Leaders from different sites that allows for on-going collaboration 
and sharing of best practices during the academic year. 

In order to meet these goals, this year CARA focused on expanding the Summer Institute. It went from being 
a set of six trainings that took place once a week over six weeks to being a three-week Institute that took 
place on three different college campuses. Furthermore, while in past years the Institute was planned and 
facilitated by CARA staff and Goddard Riverside OPTIONS Institute (OPTIONS) trainers, the design of this 
summer’s	  Institute	  and	  the facilitation of the sessions were done collaboratively across CARA, OPTIONS, 
and all participating sites. Together, staff engaged	   in	  a	   “backwards	  planning	  process”,	   identifying	  what	  
Youth Leaders needed to know, experience, and be able to do in order to do their jobs well and then 
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outlining a set of over thirty workshops, a portfolio process all Youth Leaders were required to complete, 
and a site-based planning protocol each site was required to complete (see Appendix A for a listing and 

description of all workshops).  

Workshops were explicitly planned so that Youth Leaders were 
well positioned to complete their own post-secondary planning 
process and so that they could help their peers to navigate it.  
Alongside content-specific knowledge related to the college 
admissions process, workshops were designed to develop 
professional and youth-development skills such as: 
communication with adults, communication with peers, 
advocacy, organization, self-reflection, public speaking and 
perseverance. These skills are consistent with the non-cognitive 
skills several researchers have identified as being critical for 
persistence through college (Conley, 2010 1 ; Duckworth et al, 
20072; Savitz-Romer & Bouffard, 20123). 

The three training weeks were designed as follows:  

Week 1: Who am I and what do I want to do? 
Youth Leaders focused on their own personal post-secondary planning process and addressed their own 
assumptions	  about	  college.	  They	  created	  a	  “career	  inventory”	  to	  explore their interests, made an annotated 
college list, completed a practice college application, and began drafting a college personal statement, 
among other things.  
 

Week 2: What do I need to know to help others? 
Youth Leaders developed the knowledge necessary to help their peers through the post-secondary 
planning process. Through a variety of workshops, Youth Leaders learned about the CUNY and SUNY 
systems, private colleges, for-profit colleges, online tools like CollegeBoard and NYC College Line, NY State 
Opportunity programs, paying for college, and the obstacles undocumented students face.  
 
Week 3: What do I have to do to help others? 
Youth Leaders practiced the skills necessary for the various components of their work during the academic 
year. They learned how to develop and facilitate workshops, as well as how to efficiently track their work. 
They	  developed	  a	  personalized	  Youth	  Leader	  “pitch”	  and	  acted	  out	  scenarios	  likely	  to	  present	  themselves	  
during the academic year. During this week, groups also spent time completing site-based plans, which 
required them to think through all aspects of Youth Leadership for College Access programming at their 
individual school or site. 
 
At the end of each day of the Institute, Youth Leaders completed a brief reflection on a dominant theme or 
                                                           

1 Conley, D. T. (2010). College and Career Ready: Helping all Students Succeed Beyond High School. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
2 Duckworth, A.L., Peterson, C., Matthews, M.D., & Kelly, D.R. (2007). Grit: Perseverance and passion for long-tern goals. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

9, 1087-1101. 
3 Savitz-Romer, M. and S. M. Bouffard (2012). Ready, Willing, and Able: A Developmental Approach to College Access and Success. Harvard Eduational 
Publishing Group.  
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topic of the day. The intention behind these reflections was two-
pronged: to help Youth Leaders unpack  and make sense of the 
information they were tackling, and for supervisors to gain insight into 
Youth Leaders’ level of understanding.  
 
Throughout the weeks, Youth Leaders had various opportunities to 
explore the host-college campuses and  meet with key representatives 
of the college. These experiences afforded them to opportunity to 
explore what they want in a college and to learn about different types 
of colleges so they can be more effective in guiding their peers. 

Who Participated? 
This	  summer’s	  Institute	  served	  11	  different	  sites:	  six school-CBO partnerships, three stand-alone CBOs, 
and two stand-alone school sites. Given that some of the school-CBO partnership sites are housed on 
multi-school campuses, there will be Youth Leaders during the 2013-2014 academic year at 15 high 
schools throughout New York City. Participating schools/organizations included: 

 Asian Americans for Equality with Flushing High School 
 Asian Americans for Equality with Flushing International High School 
 Central Park East High School 
 Children’s	  Aid	  Society	  with	  Fannie	  Lou	  Hamer	  Freedom	  High School 
 Cypress Hills LDC with the Franklin K. Lane Campus (schools include: Academy of Innovative 

Technology, Brooklyn Lab, Cypress Hills Collegiate Preparatory School, Multicultural High School) 
 East Side Community High School 
 Girls for Gender Equity 
 Goddard Riverside 
 Hudson Guild with High School for 

Fashion Industries 
 New Settlement Apartments with Taft 

Campus (schools include: Bronx 
Collegiate Academy, Bronx High School of 
Medical Science, Claremont International 
High School, DreamYard Prep, Urban 
Academy High School for History and 
Citizenship for Young Men) 

 Red Hook Initiative 
 

63 Youth Leaders between the ages of 15 and 19 
attended the Institute, accompanied by a site-
based supervisor. Youth Leaders were: 

 62% female and 38% male 
 42% from English-only speaking 

households 
 28% Latino; 26% African-American; 15% Asian; 19% bi-racial; 12% other 
 Largely first generation-to-college: 75% have a father who attained a GED/HS diploma or less (or 

unknown), and 60% have a mother with the same highest educational attainment (or unknown) 

To be honest I was nervous 
[about Institute] and thought 
I wouldn't fit in, but I got 
along with everybody and also 
gained a great deal of 
information. 

– Youth Leader 
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Outcomes 
High Satisfaction Rates across Youth Leaders and Supervisors  
Youth Leaders overwhelmingly described their experiences during the Institute as positive, helpful, and 
informative. Almost all said the Institute met or exceeded their expectations and over 90% found the 
workshops to be clear, engaging and helpful. One Youth Leader’s reflections were representative of the 
group, “I	  was	   expecting	   long	   boring	   ‘classes’	   and	   hard	   social	   interaction	  
with other people different from my site. But actually I met incredible 
students who are really fun and active. Activities were interesting and were 
different from having	  ‘classes’	  or	  ‘lectures’.”   
 
Supervisors were also, overwhelmingly, very satisfied with the Institute. In 
particular, they appreciated the portfolio process that held Youth Leaders 
accountable to their learning and development, the binders which 
grounded the trainings and provided materials for Youth Leaders to draw 
from during the academic year, and the site-based plans that would help 
their Youth Leaders implement a set of ideas in the fall. Overall, supervisors 
noted that the right amount of time was spent on different learning areas 
during Institute, with a few exceptions where they requested additional 
time (e.g., practicing counseling skills, workshop facilitation, paying for college).  

Youth Leader Understanding of the College Process Grew  
Youth Leaders developed a 
strong understanding of a variety 
of areas of the college process. 
When asked in the pre-survey to 
define a set of 13 college terms, 
approximately one-third of all 
Youth Leader responses were 
“Don’t	  Know”	  or	  left	  blank.	  In the 
post-survey only 6% of all Youth 
Leader	   responses	   were	   “Don’t	  
Know”	  or	  left	  blank.	  Youth Leader 
knowledge grew, in particular, around the college admissions process, the landscape of college options, 
and creating balanced college lists. Beyond developing their knowledge base, Youth Leaders also began to 
use the language of the college process including college-specific vocabulary in their post-surveys to 
respond to open-ended questions. 
 
Growth in Skills Needed to be a Youth Leader 
After participating in the Institute 100% of Youth Leaders felt very clear about their role and 
responsibilities as a Youth Leader. The majority also felt confident with the variety of skills critical to being 
an effective Youth Leader.  The most notable areas of growth for confidence in helping others included: 
using online tools, completing well-balanced lists, counseling students, speaking in front of a group, talking 

32.7 26.9
42.3

19.2

55.8 57.7
71.7 75.5

88.7 92.4 94.3 96.2

An annotated 
college	  list	  is…

If a college is 
private it 

means	  that…

Reach, Match, 
Safety refers 

to…

A for-profit 
college	  is…

A	  grant	  is… If a student is 
undocumented 
it	  means	  that…

Pre-Survey
Post Survey

Pre and Post Survey: 
College Admissions Process Vocabulary

("full" or "partial" understanding of concepts)

The expectations I had 
going into the Summer 
Institute were met by my 
learning new terms and 
processes I did not know 
before – and 
understanding that the 
college process is not 
impossible to complete.  
– Youth Leader 
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with adults, and advocating for themselves and others.  Supervisors felt the Youth Leaders were well 
prepared in many of these same areas (see Appendix B for specifics). 
Youth Leaders also came to see one another as valuable resources. When asked in their pre-survey how 
they would handle working with a student with a problem they were unsure how to solve, Youth Leaders 
overwhelmingly cited going to 
an adult supervisor for help. In 
the post-surveys, many 
included in their responses 
asking a fellow Youth Leader, 
consulting their binder of 
materials, contacting 
admissions officers, or using 
web-based resources. 

 
 
 
Youth Leader Advancement of Personal Post-Secondary Planning Process 
All participating Youth Leaders completed a portfolio that helped them to advance their own post-
secondary planning process. Through the process, the Youth Leaders explored their own career interests, 
college options, and personal obstacles. They each completed a career inventory, an annotated college list, 
a practice CUNY and SUNY application, and began a personal statement. As a result, while in their pre-
surveys the majority of Youth Leaders described their post-secondary plans as “go	   to	  college”, in post-
surveys the majority described their plans with more specific understanding of college referring to things 
like their potential major, size of college, residential versus commuter college. For example, one Youth 
Leader	  said	  her	  plans	  were	  to	  “go	  to	  a	  college	  where	  I	  can	  major	  in	  accounting	  or	  computer	  engineering”	  
and	  another	  that	  he	  wanted	  to	  “attend	  a	  4	  year	  medium	  sized	  college	  outside	  for	  NYC.”	  They also had more 
specific and informed concerns. In pre-surveys Youth Leaders described their concerns broadly – money, 
test scores, getting accepted; in their post-surveys responses included things like completing FAFSA, 
writing strong personal statements and not being eligible for NY State Opportunity Programs. 
 
Development of Strong Site-Based Plans 
Over the course of the training supervisors and Youth Leaders developed a plan for where and how they 
would work with students over the course of the year. All sites had to map out the following:   

 Mission statement 
 Detailed goals  
 Youth Leader workspace(s)  
 Plan to establish Youth Leadership identity  
 Outline of Youth Leader schedules  
 Calendar of workshops 
 Outline of special events 
 Data tracking plan 
 Supervision plan 

59.6

92.3

65.4

23.5

84.9
69.8 73.6

11.3

I am comfortable
speaking in front of a

group

As a youth leader, I
should convince

students to go to college

Talking to new people is
easy for me

A youth leader must
know all of the answers

to student questions.

Pre and Post Survey Results: 
Youth Leader Skills

("Agree" and "Strongly Agree")

Pre-Survey

Post Survey
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Because sites are distinct both in structure and culture, the specifics of each plan varied. However, all sites  
committed to weekly supervision meetings for Youth Leaders, completion of one-on-one case logs and 
event logs, workshops for students through grades 9-
12 (6-12 where possible), and a physical space for 
Youth Leaders to meet with students one-on-one. 
Several sites developed creative ways to create a Youth 
Leader presence at their site, including: making T-
shirts and business cards, developing photos and bios 
to hang on bulletin boards, introducing themselves at 
staff meetings, using youth-friendly social media to do 
outreach and follow-up with their peers. Sites also 
developed ideas for campus-wide events, including: 
college and career conferences, parent workshops, and 
incentivized events for seniors to complete their applications. 

Next Steps 
In looking at feedback from both the Youth Leaders and supervisors, there is strong interest in establishing 
web-based communities through which to share resources and connect to one another. They would also 
like more in-person meetings during the school year, beyond the three-conferences typically held between 
September and June. There were a host of recommendations for future Summer Institutes, including: the 
need to spread the Institute out over four weeks, incorporating visits to residential colleges, increasing 
workshops or activities devoted to cross-site interactions, and spending more time on the financial aid 
process. 

In response	  to	  recommendations,	  CARA’s	  next	  steps	  are	  as	  follows: 

1. Financial Aid Training: Paying for college is a complex topic, and while it was covered during this 
year’s	  Institute	  there	  simply	  was	  not	  enough	  time	  to	  cover	  the	  breadth	  of	  the	  topic.	  CARA’s first 
cross-site Youth Leader conference of the school year, in November, will be focused on FAFSA 
training. While there will be other sessions during the day, the majority of time will be devoted to a 
training facilitated by Goddard OPTIONS.  

2. Site-Based Support through	  Coaching:	  Using	  each	  site’s	  final	  site-based plan as a guide, CARA staff 
will support site-based supervisors and Youth Leaders over the course of the year.  

3. In-Person Community Development: In response to requests for more collaboration during the 
academic year, CARA is launching its Advance & Connect program: each month CARA will host an 
event that gives Youth Leaders the opportunity to hear from professionals, college students, and/or 
experts about issues related to the post-secondary planning process. The format will range from 
presentations to discussions to workshops. In addition to learning from guest speakers, events will 
include time and activities that will allow Youth Leaders to reconnect with colleagues from other 
sites.  

4. On-Line Community Development: CARA will work with a committee of Youth Leaders from across 
the different sites to develop a user-friendly on-line platform for the sharing of resources and ideas 
and a system for ensuring sites will contribute to and use the site.  

We aim to not only support students at East 
Side Community High School in finding a 
college to attend, but to find the perfect fit for 
each student – a college that helps students 
grow both personally and academically. 

-  East Side Community School Youth 
Leader Mission Statement 
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5. Refining of Summer Institute: CARA will incorporate all feedback offered from Summer 2013 in 
designing its 2014 Institute. CARA will continue to plan the Institute collaboratively across sites 
with the addition of bringing experienced Youth Leaders into the planning process.  

Youth Leaders and supervisors established a genuine sense of community and collective Youth Leader 
identity over the course of the Summer Institute. They went from being eleven different sites doing Youth 
Leadership for College Access to a community of sites doing this work. CARA is dedicated to building upon 
this momentum and growing the powerful work of Youth Leadership for College Access. 
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Appendix A: List of Workshops for Summer Institute 
1. Panel of Experienced Youth Leaders 

Youth Leaders were introduced to the program by hearing from experienced Youth Leaders. The panel afforded 
new Youth Leaders the opportunity to hear about both the accomplishments and the challenges of being a 
Youth Leader and to ask their own questions. 

2. Assumptions about College 
Youth Leaders explored their own assumptions about college going in America, questioned common myths 
about it, and assessed the benefits of going to college. 

3. First in the Family 
Youth Leaders explored what it means to be a first-generation student to college, defining obstacles they – and 
their peers – might face throughout the process and identifying strategies to overcome the challenges. 

4. Pratt Campus Scavenger Hunt 
Youth Leaders explored the Pratt Institute Campus, alongside a Pratt-student guide. During the scavenger hunt 
they had to carefully observe, ask questions of representatives of the college, and navigate the campus. 

5. Counseling Skills* 
Youth Leaders learned about effective vs. ineffective counseling, developed counseling techniques, and practiced 
their counseling skills through role play scenarios. 

6. Team Building 
Youth Leaders spent time both within and across sites engaged in trust-building and group-building activities. 

7. What Do I Want to Do After High School: Career Inventory 
Youth Leaders explored their own career interests and how they connected to their strengths and weaknesses. 
They explored the Career Zone website to match career interests with possible college majors. 

8. Making an Annotated College List for Myself 
Using their transcripts, their Opportunity Program-eligibility, and their interests, Youth Leaders identified CUNY 
and SUNY colleges that would be reach, target, and safety schools for them. 

9. Mock Admissions 
Youth Leaders learned about what college admissions officers look at when reviewing student applications. 
Through the process they developed a deeper understanding of both the elements that go into a college 
application and the differing admissions requirements across colleges.  

10. Practice Application 
Youth Leaders completed mock CUNY and SUNY applications, with the guidance of adult counselors. Throughout 
the process, they identified the potential challenges of application completion and strategies to move through 
those challenges. 

11. Introduction to Personal Statement Writing 
Youth Leaders were introduced to different types of personal statements, identified effective personal 
statements, and brainstormed ideas for their own. Note: Site-based supervisors developed plans for their Youth 
Leaders to complete drafts of their personal statements by the end of the summer. 

12. Landscape of Post-Secondary Options* 
Youth Leaders explored the different types of colleges, degrees, and programs that exist and were introduced to 
college vocabulary.  

13. CUNY Discovery* 
Youth Leaders explored the different types of CUNYs and what individual CUNYs offers in terms of majors, 
resources and programs. They also became familiar with resources available for researching different CUNYs. 
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14. SUNY Discovery * 

Youth Leaders explored the different types of SUNYs and what individual SUNYs offer in terms of majors, 
resources and programs. They also became familiar with the resources available for researching different SUNYs. 

15. For-Profit Colleges * 
Youth Leaders learned what a for-profit college is, the dangers of them, and how to identify them. 

16. Introduction to NYC College Line 
Youth Leaders were introduced to NYC College Line as a valuable tool in helping young people through the post-
secondary planning process and practiced using  some  of  the  site’s  key  features. 

17. Introduction to College Board * 
Youth Leaders were introduced to College Board as a resource for searching colleges, especially private colleges, 
and making college lists, and practiced using the site to do targeted research. 

18. Well Balanced Lists: Reach, Match, Safety Schools* 
Youth Leaders learned about what makes a well-balanced list and how to help their peers to construct one.  
They practiced using College Board to design well-balanced  lists  for  “prototype  students”. 

19. Fun in College 
Youth Leaders heard from a panel of college students about how to have fun in college. Panelists included 
students at residential and commuter colleges, as well as at public and private colleges. 

20. Application Steps 
Youth Leaders engaged in an activity to identify the multiple steps students have to complete in the college 
application process, learn the order of the steps, and understand the types of support students will need from 
the beginning to the end of the process. 

21. Components of a College Application 
Youth Leaders explored the various components of a college application including: college essay, transcripts, 
Opportunity programs, resumes, SAT scores, the application form. For each component they reviewed what 
students would have to do to complete it and identified the challenges they might face in the process. 

22. Application Role Plays  
Youth Leaders were given the opportunity to practice working with peers through the application process and to 
learn to anticipate and overcome the potential obstacles they will face. 

23. The Anatomy of a Course Syllabus 
Youth Leaders reviewed college syllabi from different majors in order to get a deeper understanding of the 
range of subjects and types of assignments in college.  

24. Paying for College 
Youth Leaders were introduced to the main components of financial aid, oriented to the different steps required 
to apply for financial aid, and taught to analyze actual financial aid package letters.  

25. Undocumented Students 
Youth Leaders explored their own assumptions of college for undocumented students, learned about the 
realities of the current system, and practiced using resources that will help them to work with undocumented 
students.  Youth  Leaders  also  heard  directly  from  a  “Dreamer”  who  shared  her  experiences  and  introduced  them  
to political action campaigns for change. 

26. Opportunity Program Panel 
Youth Leaders heard from students attending college through NY State Opportunity programs about the 
supports the programs offer as well as the application process.  
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27. Day in the Life of a Youth Leader 

Youth Leaders engaged in role plays to practice different aspects of the work of being a Youth Leader, including: 
managing competing demands from students, scheduling workshops with adults, facilitating workshops, and 
calling colleges.  

28. Data Tracking 
Youth Leaders learned about why data tracking is important to effective program management and evaluation. 
They practiced using one-on-one logs and developed site-based plans for when the logs would be completed. 

29. Developing a Youth Leader Pitch 
Youth  Leaders  learned  what  an  “elevator  pitch”  is,  developed  ones  for  themselves  to  use  at  their  sites,  and  
provided feedback to one another on their pitch. 

30. Developing a Workshop 
Youth  Leaders  identified  guidelines  for  what  makes  a  “good”  workshop,  identified  sessions  from  the  Institute  
they wanted to adapt for their peers, and brainstormed topics for different types of workshops (e.g. awareness 
raising, web-based, technical, and decision-making). Youth Leaders planned out sample workshops, defining the 
workshop’s  goal,  main  activity,  and  assessment.   

31. Scavenger Hunt of City College 
Youth Leaders explored the City College Campus, alongside a City College student-guide. During the scavenger 
hunt they had to carefully observe, ask questions of representatives of the college, and navigate the campus. 

32. Workshop Facilitation 
Youth  Leaders  identified  what  makes  for  “good”  and  “bad”  teaching  and  then  practiced  facilitating  workshops,  
getting warm and cool feedback from one another. 

33. Collective Youth Leader Identity 
Youth Leaders established shared understandings of what it means to be a Youth Leader and defined ways in 
which they wanted to work with one another and support each other during the school year. 
 

       *  Trainings conducted by Goddard Riverside OPTIONS Institute are denoted with an asterisk. 
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Appendix B: Youth Leader vs. Supervisor Evaluation of Preparedness for Job 
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