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Practices to Keep In After-School and Youth
Programs is a series of documentation reports
that highlight successful approaches in Beacons,
which are community centers in school buildings
that combine youth and community development
to support young people, families, and neighbor-
hoods. Developed for Beacons, these approaches
are also widely used in the expanding world of
After-School and Youth Programs.

The reports demonstrate how local ingenuity
applied to key issues over time can leverage indi-
vidual, neighborhood, and policy change. They
contain ideas for practitioners to adapt to their
own programs and for policymakers who seek
practical responses to critical concerns—literacy
and academic support for youth, preparation for
work and participation in the labor force, strength-
ening families and preventing foster care place-
ment, and creating opportunities to play important
roles that strengthen the fabric of community
social organization.

TThhee BBeeaaccoonnss MMoovveemmeenntt aanndd
AAfftteerr--SScchhooooll PPrrooggrraammmmiinngg

Beacons were first established in New York City in
1991 as part of the Safe Cities Safe Streets
program. Located in schools and operated by
community-based organizations with core funding
provided by New York City, the Beacons represent
an innovative collaboration between the public
and non-profit sectors to turn the school building
into a true public resource. Today, more than 100
Beacons in five cities offer education, recreation,
adult education, arts, and family programming
after school, before school, on weekends, and
during vacations. In New York City, Beacons serve
more than 150,000 children, youth, and adults an-
nually. Nationally they reach more than 250,000
individuals in San Francisco, Minneapolis, Denver,
and West Palm Beach, Florida. 

The Beacons forge partnerships across public,
non-profit, and private institutions to fortify neigh-
borhoods. They create pathways for participation
between age groups and a continuum of pro-
gramming that promotes healthy development
and strong families. They contribute to local
economic development by providing jobs to
young people and adults. They help to make
neighborhoods safe and connect residents to
each other and to local resources. At a time when
social services are increasingly located outside of
the communities that need them, the Beacons
serve as a hub for an array of social and educa-
tional supports.

Funding for the Beacon programs described in
Practices to Keep comes from a wide variety of
sources. The range demonstrates a commitment
by both the public and private sectors to the com-
prehensive work of Beacons, with support located
in education, labor, child welfare, and human
services. Sources include:

•• LLooccaall ttaaxx lleevvyy

•• LLooccaall,, ssttaattee,, aanndd ffeeddeerraall ffoosstteerr ccaarree

•• PPrriivvaattee ffoouunnddaattiioonnss

•• PPuubblliicc--sscchhooooll ddoollllaarrss

•• SSttaattee aafftteerr--sscchhooooll ffuunnddiinngg ssoouurrcceess

•• SSuummmmeerr YYoouutthh EEmmppllooyymmeenntt PPrrooggrraamm ((OOTTDDAA,, UUSS
DDOOLL)) 

•• SSuupppplleemmeennttaall EEdduuccaattiioonn SSeerrvviicceess,, ppaarrtt ooff NNoo
CChhiilldd LLeefftt BBeehhiinndd ((UUSS DDOOEE))

•• 2211sstt CCeennttuurryy CCoommmmuunniittyy LLeeaarrnniinngg CCeenntteerrss ((UUSS
DDOOEE))

1. INTRODUCTION
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•• YYoouutthh DDeevveellooppmmeenntt aanndd DDeelliinnqquueennccyy PPrreevveennttiioonn
((NNYYSSOOYYDD))

•• WWoorrkkffoorrccee IInnvveessttmmeenntt AAcctt:: IInn--SScchhooooll YYoouutthh;; OOuutt--
ooff--SScchhooooll YYoouutthh;; LLiitteerraaccyy ((UUSSDDOOLL))

The need for the Beacons and other programs
that build on similar principles is more urgent
today than ever. The economic crisis that began in
2008 has affected every sector of society, but will
inevitably hit hardest in poor communities where
the Beacons are located. Too often, services are
removed from the very neighborhoods where they
are needed most. The Beacons place services in
the center of poor communities. The gains that
the Beacons help create must be protected, as
the need for comprehensive and coordinated
services, high quality education and work prepa-
ration, and community safety increases. The
Beacons have earned the trust and respect of
local residents and provide a tested infrastructure
for attaching additional or consolidated programs.

Practices to Keep In After-School and Youth Pro-
grams illustrates how Beacons provide young
people with pathways to increasingly responsible
roles, involve youth and adults in improving their
communities, and create environments of support
to keep families together. 



The Social Group Work Approach:
Promoting Individual Growth and Community Building
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How people depend on each other and

work together is the foundation of soci-

ety. At the Center for Family Life in the

Sunset Park section of Brooklyn, the use

of social group work as a practice in-

forms how the Beacon builds young peo-

ple’s capacity, grows staff from within,

establishes enduring connections, and

creates strong community linkages. 

On a grey, March afternoon at the Center for
Family Life PS 1 Beacon, a new specialist, Dann,
gathers a group of sixteen 11- 13 year olds and
their group leader together for the first time. The
youth are asked to arrange themselves in a loose
circle. Dann asks the students to go around the
circle, say their names, and recall the names
stated before them. He takes out a rubber ball
and asks the youth to recall the names of their
peers as they throw the ball across the circle.
After a few rounds, he pulls out two more balls
from his pocket and asks them to move all three
balls across the circle and continue to recall
names. He then asks the youth to move the balls
faster and faster through the circle without drop-
ping them. A cacophony of laughter and names
breaks out as the youth begin to drop the balls.
Amidst the laughter, as if he were a coach, Dann
exhorts the young people to stick with it, stay
focused, and keep moving the balls across the
circle. At the point of near chaos, amidst laughter
and shouting, Dann ends the activity and asks the
students to regroup.

Allowing the laughter to die down, he asks them
why they think he started with this activity. One
student raises her hand "to get to know each
other's names." Another says, "Because it was
fun - balls were flying all over the place." Dann
agrees the purpose was to get to know each

other's names and have some fun. But, he points
out “There were other skills you needed - in addi-
tion to memory, with each round you had to im-
prove your concentration and focus on listening.
You also had to coordinate and communicate with
your partner across the circle if you were going to
keep the ball from dropping to the ground.” These
are the skills, he says, the group is going to refine
and draw upon throughout the year as they work
as a team to perform group activities. 

At the heart of Center for Family Life’s school-
based youth and community programs, as this
activity illustrates, is a practice model founded on
the theory and principles of social group work, a
core methodology of the social work profession.
Social group work, which traces its roots back to
the Settlement House movement of the early
twentieth century, aims to promote individual
growth and social change in the context of a
group experience. At Center for Family Life partic-
ipants of all ages are engaged in group experi-
ences that not only promote individual growth and
social change but also support family life and
contribute to a community-building process within
the Beacon program and in the neighborhood.
The theory of social group work guides program
design and implementation with a framework for
anticipating predictable stages of group develop-
ment and for selecting activities purposefully to
meet the needs of the group and its participants
at each stage in the life of the group. Understand-
ing what needs to happen at each stage of group
development guides the changing role of the
group leader.

SSoocciiaall GGrroouupp WWoorrkk ffrroomm aa YYoouutthh
DDeevveellooppmmeenntt PPeerrssppeeccttiivvee

There have been many meaningful accomplish-
ments within the field of youth development over
the past thirty years. One of the most important

2. THE SOCIAL GROUP WORK APPROACH
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has been transforming early assumptions about
adolescence to a strengths-based appreciation of
young people. The youth development field has
also identified specific experiences that help
youth develop successfully and has established
core competencies for youth workers who aim to
promote desirable outcomes for youth. Social
group work makes a unique and important contri-
bution to the youth development field by providing
a professional framework for achieving youth
development goals in group and community
contexts. 

While the PS1 Beacon provides a wide range of
activities (including arts, soccer, basketball and
other sports, dance and other performing arts,
sewing, educational activities, and community
service projects) that teach young people specific
skills, there is also a common thread of compe-
tencies that runs through all Beacon activities.
The group context provides an opportunity for
youth to work on interpersonal skill development
with peers and staff and to cultivate the following
abilities as their group involvement deepens over
time:

•• TThhee aabbiilliittyy ttoo bbee aa mmeemmbbeerr ooff aa tteeaamm,, ttoo wwoorrkk
wweellll wwiitthh ootthheerrss,, ttoo ccoommpplleettee pprroojjeeccttss ttooggeetthheerr,,
aanndd ttoo ddeevveelloopp tthhee ccaappaacciittyy ffoorr mmuuttuuaall aaiidd;; 

•• TThhee aabbiilliittyy ttoo wwoorrkk ccoonnssttrruuccttiivveellyy oonn ccoonnfflliiccttss aanndd
rreellaattiioonnsshhiippss,, iinncclluuddiinngg ggiivviinngg aanndd rreecceeiivviinngg
ffeeeeddbbaacckk;;

•• TThhee aabbiilliittyy ttoo tthhiinnkk ccrriittiiccaallllyy aabboouutt oonnee’’ss oowwnn
iiddeeaass,, ttoo ddeevveelloopp aann aapppprreecciiaattiioonn ffoorr ddiiffffeerreenntt
ppeerrssppeeccttiivveess aanndd ooppiinniioonnss,, aanndd ttoo iinntteeggrraattee ootthheerr
ppooiinnttss ooff vviieeww;;

•• TThhee ccaappaacciittyy ttoo sshhaarree lleeaaddeerrsshhiipp wwiitthh tthhee ggrroouupp
lleeaaddeerr aanndd ootthheerr mmeemmbbeerrss aanndd ttoo ttaakkee iinnccrreeaassiinngg
rreessppoonnssiibbiilliittyy ffoorr tthhee ggrroouupp pprroocceessss tthhrroouugghh
sshhaarreedd ddeecciissiioonn--mmaakkiinngg aanndd pprroobblleemm--ssoollvviinngg;;

•• TThhee aabbiilliittyy ttoo sseeee oonneesseellff aanndd tthhee ggrroouupp aass ppaarrtt
ooff aa llaarrggeerr,, mmuullttii--ggeenneerraattiioonnaall ccoommmmuunniittyy tthhaatt
vvaalluueess tthhee ccoonnttrriibbuuttiioonnss ooff ppaarrttiicciippaannttss ooff aallll aaggeess
aanndd ssttrriivveess ttoo hhaavvee aa ppoossiittiivvee iimmppaacctt oonn tthhee lliivveess
ooff cchhiillddrreenn aanndd ffaammiilliieess..

Pursuing these competencies within a group set-
ting and community-building model based on
social group work keeps young people participat-
ing and engaged with their peers and adults in the
Beacon community throughout childhood, middle
school years and adolescence. 

NNaavviiggaattiinngg TThhee SSttaaggeess ooff
GGrroouupp DDeevveellooppmmeenntt

In seeking to meet the changing needs of partici-
pants over the course of their group experience,
practitioners at Center for Family Life are guided
by a commonly used social group work model of
predictable stages of group development - Begin-
nings, Middles and Endings. 

In the Beginning stage of group development
members are nervous and fluctuate between
interest in being part of the group and keeping
their distance. At this stage, staffs need to take an
active role in the group, acknowledging feelings,
setting the tone and creating safety. The group’s
purpose, norms and values need to be discussed
and agreed upon. Commonalities among mem-
bers need to be recognized so members can feel
connected to one another. 

In the Middle stage of group development, mem-
bers have begun to feel more comfortable and
invested in the group. During this stage, which
comprises the bulk of the group experience, there
is increased intimacy resulting in more compli-
cated group dynamics and issues related to
jockeying for status, formation of cliques and
emergence of individual roles (e.g., scapegoat,
bully, monopolizer). Conflicts arise in the group
and from a social group work perspective this is
seen as a necessary and useful part of the



The Social Group Work Approach 99

process. Conflict offers an opportunity for
individual and group growth and for relationships
to deepen as the group is engaged in conflict
resolution. 

During periods of conflict and anxiety the group
leader needs to assume a more central role to
ensure group safety. As the group is increasingly
able to work through difficulties and to complete
group projects and as members have learned to
help one another (mutual aid) the worker can en-
courage members to assume more responsibility
for the functioning of the group. When the group
is cohesive and functioning well, the leader can
pull back and support the growing capacity for
members to assume increasing leadership.
Shared leadership between members and leader
is an important concept in social group work
theory.

In the Ending stage of group development, mem-
bers experience a range of emotions in reaction to
the ending of the group. Members may deny that
it’s really an end, revert to behavior exhibited at
earlier stages of the group’s development, or miss
meetings and show anger toward the group or
leader. The leader, taking a more active role again
to offer the group stability, needs to help mem-
bers share feelings they have about the group
ending, while creating opportunities for members
to reflect on their experience and progress.

TThhee PPuurrppoosseeffuull UUssee ooff AAccttiivviittiieess

The use of activity in groups can make a signifi-
cant contribution to the achievement of the
group’s purpose and to the realization of the goals
of individual members. Activities are in fact often
the most effective way to work with youth in a
group context. However, it is crucial to choose
activities that are appropriate for the stage of
group development and one must be clear about
the purpose of any activity used with the group. In
the Beginning stage, the use of safe, structured

activities in which the leader takes an active role
helps members become oriented to the group.
Activities that help members get acquainted with
one another and staff and which promote partici-
pation, cooperation, and respect for self and
others help establish important group norms and
shape the group process. When a group is in
Middles, members are ready for more sophisti-
cated functioning and activities can be used with
increasing levels of intimacy and skill demand.
Activities can be designed to address conflict,
help group members communicate about difficult
topics, enhance the group’s ability to work to-
gether and promote shared decision-making and
leadership. During the Ending stage, specific end-
ing activities can be used to review and evaluate
the group experience and to recognize group and
individual progress. The repetition of earlier,
well-liked activities can meet the needs of group
members to express feelings symbolically, to
stabilize gains made and to reminisce. 

FFrroomm GGrroouupp MMeemmbbeerrsshhiipp ttoo
CCoommmmuunniittyy MMeemmbbeerrsshhiipp

In the same way individuals in a group go through
different stages of development as they become a
group (rather than a collection of individuals),
groups go through different stages of develop-
ment on a macro level before they can become a
cohesive community. At the PS1 Beacon, the first
circle of group membership begins with the Lower
Camp component of the School-Aged Child Care
program, which is attended by elementary school-
aged youth, ages five through eight. As the youth
enter fourth grade, they are transitioned into the
Upper Camp program that includes the middle
school groups. Another option for older youth is
to become participants in the Neighborhood Cen-
ter program which provides them with a variety of
activity group options that they can select based
on their own needs and interests. As youth enter
adolescence, they have a choice to join the Coun-
selor-in Training program. The CFL structure and
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community building model offers participants the
opportunity to move from one program to another
while staff are keeping track and communicating
with each other about their needs and progress as
they become members of multiple programs and
of the wider community.

There is a concerted effort made at CFL to ensure
that this community building takes place at all
levels of the agency. Leaders of the different pro-
grams are brought together in several levels of
staff groups. For example, the CFL Beacon at PS
1 holds a weekly leadership team meeting that
brings together staff leaders of the Lower Camp,
Upper Camp, Neighborhood Center and Coun-
selor-in-Training programs. That group must de-
velop a common vision of the Beacon community
that will bring their separate programs and staff
together in a planned sequence of special events.
The directors, coordinators and more seasoned
specialists guide the rest of the staff in a parallel
group work process that mirrors the experience of
participants. This allows everyone to keep learn-
ing experientially and establishes integrity of
practice: “We do not ask participants to open
themselves up to a process we are not willing to
embrace ourselves.” Within the leadership team
and within each individual program, staff go
through the same stages of group development
and experience the excitement, struggles, and
rewards of being group members.

RReettaaiinniinngg YYoouunngg PPeeooppllee

The social group work method in an intergenera-
tional setting such as the one located at PS 1,
provides enough options to help retain youth in
the Beacon as they move towards adulthood.
Neighborhood Center Program Director Kristie
Mancell explains why a community-building
model with intergenerational programming is so
important: 

We believe in intergenerational pro-

grams…It can be challenging to attract a

large number of middle school students

to your program without having a prior

relationship with them. We start work-

ing with children at the elementary level.

The youth build relationships with other

youth and with caring adult staff when

they are in our after school program.

They continue to participate when they

get to middle school because of those

relationships and because our program

offers ways for them to take on leader-

ship, as they get older. They also see

older adolescents, people they can look up

to, contributing and acting as leaders,

whether it's as a coach in the gym or as

a Counselor-in-Training. Each age group

has to be able to see themselves in the

next level of programming.

As might be surmised from the competencies
developed in the CFL Beacon groups and pro-
grams, young people quickly become natural
group leaders, having internalized the social
group work culture. When they transition to the
Counselor-in-Training program, these young
people begin to practice the group work skills
they have absorbed over the years. They continue
to learn and integrate knowledge and information
through experience, supervision and formal train-
ing. Promoting youth development through a
purposeful ladder of leadership has been a core
feature of our youth and community programs for
the past 25 years. The ladder of leadership results
in retention of youth from elementary age through
college as they progress into paid staff positions.
There is a continuity of service, a deepening
sense of community, and the ongoing cultivation
of new leadership as youth who began as pro-
gram participants become Counselors-in-Training,
group leaders, coordinators and directors.
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The spiraling process of personal development
through group membership and community mem-
bership is summed up by Beacon Director Helene
Onserud as follows: "The social group work
methodology allows us to go beyond individual
development and to give young people an oppor-
tunity to see and understand themselves as
contributors in relation to larger entities in increas-
ingly concentric circles: first the group, then the
Beacon program, and eventually the larger
community."

For more information on Center for Family Life
Beacon at PS 1, contact Hélène Onserud:
(718) 788-3500 or (718) 492-2619.



Beacons Movement and
Youth Programming
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TThhee BBeeaaccoonnss MMoovveemmeenntt aanndd
YYoouutthh PPrrooggrraammmmiinngg

Beacons forge partnerships across public,
non-profit, and private institutions to fortify neigh-
borhoods. They create pathways for participation
across age groups and a continuum of program-
ming that promotes healthy development and
strong families. They provide jobs to young
people and adults, which contribute to local
economic development. They help to make neigh-
borhoods safe and connect residents to each
other and to local resources. At a time when
social services are increasingly located outside of
the communities that need them, they serve as
a hub for an array of social and educational
supports.

Beacons were among the first citywide after-
school initiatives. The massive expansion of after-
school programs that began in 1992 was fueled in
part by the early example of the Beacon move-
ment. But while after-school programs use a
service-delivery approach, Beacons use a com-
prehensive community development model with a
focus on youth development. Activities in every
area, from after-school to adult education, are
embedded in the process of building community
that:

•• SSuuppppoorrttss aanndd eennggaaggeess llooccaall yyoouutthh..

•• FFeeeellss aa sseennssee ooff oowwnneerrsshhiipp,, wwiitthh aa ddeessiirree ttoo
ccoonnvveerrtt aa sscchhooooll bbuuiillddiinngg iinnttoo aa ccoommmmuunniittyy
cceenntteerr..

•• RReeccooggnniizzeess aanndd ssuuppppoorrttss ccoommmmuunniittyy rreessoouurrcceess,,
bbuuiillddss tthhee ccaappaacciittyy ooff yyoouutthh aanndd ootthheerr ccoommmmuunniittyy
mmeemmbbeerrss ttoo iiddeennttiiffyy nneeeeddss,, aaddddrreessss iissssuueess,, aanndd
ccaappiittaalliizzee oonn ddiiffffeerreenntt ssttrreennggtthhss..

The Beacons, while diverse and responsive to
neighborhood interests and strengths, are shaped
by a core set of youth development principles that

research has shown help people to achieve
stronger outcomes: caring relationships, high ex-
pectations, opportunities to contribute, engaging
activities, and continuity in relationships. 

As a result of their experience in developing Bea-
cons, many organizations that started as “mom
and pop” associations in response to neighbor-
hood needs now offer extensive family and youth-
supporting services including foster care, drop out
prevention, summer youth employment, and
out-of-school time activities. In New York City and
San Francisco, these organizations advance
school reform efforts. Applying youth develop-
ment principles and a commitment to the success
of all students, they have helped to reshape high
schools, making them more personalized, and
sharply increasing graduation rates among youth
who previously would have dropped out.

The Beacons provide multiple opportunities for
young people to build the 21st-century skills that
are essential to their development and success as
workers, citizens, and environmental stewards.
They help young people respond to the changing
demands of the workplace and the increased
need for post-secondary education. In Beacons,
young people:

•• WWoorrkk iinn tteeaammss,, ssoollvvee pprroobblleemmss,, aanndd mmaasstteerr
ccrriittiiccaall sskkiillllss..

•• TTaakkee oonn ppoowweerrffuull rroolleess tthhaatt mmaakkee aa ddiiffffeerreennccee ttoo
tthheeiirr ppeeeerrss aanndd tthheeiirr ccoommmmuunniittiieess

•• GGeett iinnvvoollvveedd iinn ppllaannnniinngg pprroojjeeccttss,, aasssseessssiinngg tthheeiirr
ccoommmmuunniittiieess,, aannaallyyzziinngg rreessuullttss,, aanndd ttaakkiinngg aaccttiioonn
ttoo aaddddrreessss llooccaall pprroobblleemmss..

•• MMaasstteerr ccoorree lliitteerraaccyy sskkiillllss iinn rreeaaddiinngg,, wwrriittiinngg,,
mmeeddiiaa,, aanndd tteecchhnnoollooggyy..

•• TTeeaacchh,, mmeennttoorr,, aanndd sseerrvvee aass rroollee mmooddeellss ffoorr
yyoouunnggeerr cchhiillddrreenn..

•• CCoollllaabboorraattee wwiitthh aadduullttss aarroouunndd iimmppoorrttaanntt iissssuueess..
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All these opportunities build the skills and knowl-
edge the next generation needs to succeed in the
21st century and to sustain the well-being of the
nation and earth.

Each Beacon city also includes an intermediary
organization that provides training and support to
the Beacon and works with policy makers to sus-
tain the vision. For example, in New York City, the
Youth Development Initiative, is one such interme-
diary that offers training and coaching to sites,
develops programs, and works with the city and
advocacy groups to support best practices. In
San Francisco, the San Francisco Beacon Initia-
tive, convenes a citywide group of leaders in phi-
lanthropy and public agencies to build support for
the Beacons, raise funds, and provide training and
related supports to sites.

EEvviiddeennccee ooff SSuucccceessss && CCoonnttiinnuuiinngg NNeeeedd

Evaluations in New York and San Francisco find
that Beacons attract participants of all ages, many
of whom attend on a regular basis. Participation
by substantial numbers of adolescents, tradition-
ally the hardest to recruit and retain in out-of-
school programs, is the result of adherence to
youth development principles. Among adoles-
cents, the Beacons increase young people’s
self-efficacy and the level of effort they put into
school, which are both critical factors in school
success and persistence (Walker & Arbureton,
2004). They provide extensive homework help,
enrichment activities that build skills and knowl-
edge, and connections with schools and families
on academic issues (Warren, 1999, pp 3-6). They
help youth avoid negative behaviors such as drug
use and fighting, and foster leadership and pro-
vide opportunities for volunteering and contribut-
ing to community (Ibid, p. 5). In neighborhoods
like Red Hook in Brooklyn, where residents were
once afraid to leave their apartments at night, the
Beacon is not only a haven, but has, through its
programs and networks, made the whole commu-

nity safer (see Practices to Keep: Preventing
Placement in Foster Care: Strengthening Family
and Community Ties. Youth Development Insti-
tute, 2009).

The need for Beacons and other programs that
build on similar principles is more urgent today
than ever. The economic crisis that began in 2008
has affected every sector of society, but will in-
evitably hit poor communities where Beacons are
located the hardest. Too often, services are
removed from the very neighborhoods where they
are needed most. The Beacons place services in
the center of poor communities. The gains that
Beacons helped create must be protected, as
need increases for comprehensive and coordi-
nated services, high quality education, work
preparation, and community safety. Beacons have
earned the trust and respect of the local resi-
dents, and provide a tested infrastructure for
attaching additional or consolidating programs.

Practices to Keep illustrates how Beacons provide
young people with pathways to increasingly
responsible roles, involve youth and adults in
improving their communities, and create environ-
ments of support to keep families together. They
all depend on partnerships and all recognize that
their impact is inextricably tied to collective ac-
tion. All told, these efforts add up to potent forces
for local economic development and building
cohesive communities.


