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community. It offers 7th- through 12th-grade
students considered to be at risk for dropping
out of school an opportunity to tutor elemen-
tary school students who were also identified
as being at risk. The tutors are provided with
training and support by teacher coordinators.
Such a program is unique in its attention to
providing adolescent youth with a meaningful
and authentic opportunity to “matter” in their
school community. By allowing them to tutor
younger children, the program also provides
academically challenged youths with an oppor-
tunity to feel good about their academic skills
and their ability to help other children do well
in school. Finally, it provides an unobtrusive
and respectful means for the tutors’ teachers to
become both mentors and protectors.

The Teen Outreach Program (TOP; Allen,
Kuperminc, Philliber, & Herre, 1994; Allen,
Philliber, Herrling, & Kupermine, 1997), a
national volunteer service program, is designed
to both help adolescents understand and evaluate
their future life options and develop life skills and
autonomy in a context featuring strong social ties
to adult mentors. The three program components
are supervised community service, classroom-
based discussions of service experiences, and
classroom-based discussion and activities related
to social-developmental tasks of adolescence.
Participants choose their volunteer activities with
the assistance of trained staff who help match the
individual’s interests and skills with community
needs. TOP sites typically offer a minimum of 20
hours per year of volunteer service for each par-
ticipant. In one evaluated program, participants
averaged 45.8 hours of volunteer service during
their 9 months of involvement.

The Teen Outreach Curriculum provides a
framework for classroom meetings that include
structured  discussions, group exercises,
role-playing exercises, guest speakers and
informational presentations. These discussions
are designed to help students prepare for, and
learn from, their service experiences by deal-
ing with topics such as lack of self-confidence,
social skills, assertiveness, and self-discipline.
Trained facilitators lead discussions of such

topics as values clarification, managing family
relationships, and handling close relationships.
Participants are encouraged to discuss their
feelings and attitudes.

Several evaluation studies have been done
on TOP (Allen et al., 1994, 1997). The students
who performed more volunteer service were at
lower risk for course failure while they were
involved in the program; they were also less
likely to be suspended from school and to get
pregnant. Also, implementation quality of the
TOPS curriculum did not significantly influence
program outcomes (Allen, Philliber & Hoggson,
1990), suggesting that it is the community ser-
vice and possibly the mentoring components
that are the most important program.

The intervention work by Oyserman and
colleagues (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995)
is based on the importance of group and
individual differences in possible selves for
students’ engagement in school. Oyserman
et al. (1995) found that African American stu-
dents are more motivated to invest time and
energy in mastering school learning materials
if they include academic success in their future
possible selves and if these African American
adolescents included academic success in
their view of what it means to be a successful
African American (Oyserman et al., 1995).
Subsequently, Oyserman and colleagues have
developed and tested school-based interven-
tions designed to increase the salience of

cacademic achievement in both individuals’

possible selves and ethnic identity. For exam-
ple, using a randomized treatment interven-
tion design, Oyserman et al. (2002) provided
a group of African American adolescents
with a series of experiences designed to help
them expand both their views of themselves
in various future occupations and the means
of obtaining these various occupational goals.
These means included increased commitment
to educational success. Those students who
were part of the treatment reported greater
bonding with school and greater concern with
doing well in school than the controls. They
also evidenced better school attendance.



First Things First, created by the Institute
for Research and Reform in Education, entails
three basic strategies: the creation of small
learning communities, the creation of strong
connections between family and school, and
the provision of high-quality instruction. These
strategies were selected because they facilitate
the following four experiences for students:

1. “Continuity of care” and strong student-
teacher relationships

2. “Flexible scheduling that allows for addi-
tional instructional time and attention to
individual learning needs”

3. “High, clear and fair standards for academics
and conduct”

4. Exposure to “enriched and diverse learning
opportunities”

To accomplish these goals, IRRE works
with districts to provide the following three
experiences for the teachers and staff: (1)
“equip, empower, and expect staff toimplement
effective instructional practices”; (2) flexibility
to redirect resources to meet emerging needs;
and (3) “ensuring collective responsibility.”
(All quotes are from pages 6 and 7 of IRRE,
2004). All three of these features require
school districts to put together teams of teach-
ers that work with the same students over
time and across school years. These teams
are provided with common planning time and
with remedial curricular materials that can be
used to help students succeed. The teams are
also provided with resources for their own
continued development as high-quality teach-
ers and mentors. All students are provided
with a family advocate who works with 15-20
students and their families over time to help
the students succeed. This reform has been
implemented in many school districts across
the country and has been carefully evaluated
in the Kansas City, Kansas, school district. The
results of this evaluation are quite positive for
both the middle and senior high school grades.
The program both reduces high school dropout
and increases academic performance, as well
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as closing the gap in academic performance
between White and Black students.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

‘We have outlined many ways in which schools
affect the development of adolescents and
stressed the need to take both a systems-level
and a developmental perspective on schools.
We began by pointing out how the multiple
levels of school organization interact to shape
the day-to-day experiences of adolescents
and teachers. We also stressed the interface
of schools as complex changing institutions
with the developmental trajectories of indi-
viduals. To understand how schools influence
development, one needs to understand change
at both the individual and the institutional
level. Stage—environment fit theory provides
an excellent example of the linking of these
two developmental trajectories. Imagine two
trajectories: one at the school level and one
at the individual level. Schools change in many
ways over the grade levels. The nature of these
changes can be developmentally appropriate
or inappropriate in terms of the extent to which
they foster continued development toward
the transition into adulthood and maturity.
Youth travel through this changing context
as they move from grade to grade and from
school to school. Similarly, youths develop
and change as they get older. They also have
assumptions about their increasing maturity
and the privileges it ought to afford them.
Optimal development is most likely when these
two trajectories of change are in synchrony
with each other—that is, when the changes in
the context mesh well with, and perhaps even
slightly precede, the patterns of change occur-
ring at the individual level.

We also discussed the many ways in which
experiences at school are influenced by the
larger cultural and social milieu in which
schools are nested. Culturally shared beliefs
influence how we fund our schools, what and
how we teach, and how we design school policy
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at all levels. These policies, in turn, influence
the types of connections that schools have with
families, communities, higher educational insti-
tutions, the labor market, and the daily experi-
ences of youths in the schools they attend. On
some levels, our schools are succeeding very
well in supporting both learning and positive
youth development for many groups of people.
At other levels, schools are not supporting
optimal learning or preparation for adult devel-
opment for many young people. Adolescents
of color, particularly African Americans,
Latinos, and Native Americans, still perform
less well than European Americans and some
groups of Asian Americans (for discussions,
see, e.g., Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Steinberg,
Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992; Suarez-Orozco &
Suarez-Orozco, 1995; Valencia, 1991).
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