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Toward a Common Vision 

Naming and Framing 
the D evelopmental Imperative 

by J oel Tolman and Karrn Pittman 

To meet the developmental needs of all young people, 
we need a clearer picture of their lives and the 

opportunities and challenges that shape their experience. 

uring the last decade, national atten­
tion to the out-of-school hours h~ 
increased dramatically. With new 

urgency, leaders at all levels of decision making 
are calling for safe spaces in the hours between 
3 and 6 P.M., extended opportunities for acade­
mic learning, additional services for young 
people considered at risk, and improved 
supports for families with working parents. 
These calls have contributed to a significant 
shift in public will, policy, philanthropy, and 
research. It is time to strengthen the foundation 
for all of this activity-to build a vision that will 
help us keep our eyes on the prize as "" e each 
do our part to support young people. 

How Clear Is Our Picture 
f What Youth Need? 

Most adults would l..now ,omC'thin~ was "rong 
1f the, spem a day in an early childhood center 
and sa\\ the childrC'n doing only one acmil) 
c•.g., pla,> m~ " ith alphabet blocks) and did not 

sec them abo eating a hc•althy <.nack. pla,>ing 
c>Uts1de. im·o h c•d in a cn.•ative aCU\'ity, and 
inte racting ,~ ith each othc•r. 

But as childn.•n g<'l older. the picture of the 
kind o f em ironm<>nt and the range of opportu· 
n1ues the,> need to fulh- deq•lop ~et fuuicr. 
\\·ould most adults know to be appalled if they 
walked into a poor!\ run school or youth 
center? \Vould the) kno \\ if a community \\.b 



not \ oULh friendh ~ Can they name the 

things they expect a I'> , ear-old (or a 

10-y ear-old or an J 8 , ear-old) to kno\, 

and be able to do as \\ ell as they can 

name the things they do not want a 

young person to do? 

Despite concerted. lon~·term work 

on the part of youth ad, ocates. public 

understanding of\\ hat young people 

need and can do-and public commit­

ment to support youn~ people's 

de, elopment-remain incomplete. 

There are man, rea!>ons w hv , ., 

public understandin~ and commitment 

weaken a!> ) oung people get older. 

• upporting youn~ people ..:;cl!> more 

complicated with age. as they mo, e 

across more and more divcr,e setungs. 

Keeping track of\\ ho pro\ ides what 

and de\eloping comistent standards of 

quality across di\ erse settings arc huge 

challen.~cs In the face of such 

complexit\, policymakers and citizens 

are likely to gra\·itatc to simple am\,en,-e, en 

if they onh pro\·idc a piece of what young 

people need. 

At the same time, most adults get anxious 

as \oung people enter adolescence. spurred by 

widespread perception!> that youth 1s a time of 

cm1s, instability, and risky· beha,·ior. ~1edia 

me,.,ages and political posturing only reinforce 

negati\C public percepllons thus fueling 

investments aimed at sol\ mg problems rather 

than supporting pm,1tiH de, elopment. 

\\'hate\ er the constcllallon of reasons, 

the bottom line is the same: \\ c need a clearer 

picture of,, hat vouth need and can do. More 

work 1s needed to paint a picture of youths' 

multiple developmental needs and explain how 

these needs interconnect. 

Toward a Common Vision 

The Vision: More Opportunities 

for Learning and Development 

To provide the supports young people need 

during the out-of-school hours, we first need a 

shared sense of what we arc talking about. 

Over the last two decades, youth advocates 

have made solid progress in advancing three 

critical concepts that have now gained wide· 

spread acceptance. These three concepts help 

define what we mean by "the developmental 

imperative": 

■ Young people need and deserve 

supports throughout their waking 

hours. 
In early childhood the charge is clear. Infants 

and young children need constant care and 

attention. Leaving them alone for several 

hours is seen as negligence. As young people 
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grow, they reach an age when they should 
have time by themselves. Still, out of sight 
does not mean out of mind. Parents work 
hard to ensure that their children have safe 
places to go and supportive people to be 
with. Advocates have successfully made the 
case that parental wisdom should be rein­
forced-development does not end when 
young people step outside their houses, nor 
does it end with the closing school bell. The 
number of waking hours increases as young 
people grow; the percentage of those hours 
that are unstructured and unsupervised 
increases exponentially. 

Investing in early childhood is necessary but 

not sufficient-there is no way to "inoculate" 

children so they will be immune to later 

developmental challenges an~ tasks. 
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• Young people need and deserve 
early and sustained investments 
throughout the first two decades 
of life. 
'1Vhile research suggests that some ages 
witness particularly crucial stages of 
development, all ages are critical. In" esting 
in early childhood is necessary but not 
sufficient-there is no way to "inoculate" 
children so they will be immune lo later 
developmental challenges and tasks. 
Developme nt is ongoing, and does no t stop 
because program funds run out o r because 
a certain age is reached. 

■ Young people need and deserve 
investments that help them achieve a 
broad range of outcomes. 
Fo r young people. <1c..1dl n l .., 1 cc.,., 1s criti• 
cal, but it is not cnou~h. \\'hile they may not 
use these term'>. , mm~ r>l'ople and their fami­
lies reali.t:e that becomin~ lull) prepared for 
adulthood abo requin•<, vocational. phpical, 
emotional. soetal. and ci,ic development 
Id eas like con fidcncl'. competence. character. 
connection. and oppurtumlies to contribute 
m a) hit closer to honw for some roun; 
people Pinman et al.. ~OOI . 

It is the ba.,,c lot.'ic of these tatcments that 
m akes them powerful. From the lime that 
young people arl' .,mall until they are fully 
grown, they " akc.• up P\ l'r)' mornin~ lookmg 
for things to do. people to talk to. and place~ to 

b e and <' '-plo re. Thl• mon• communitic~ and 
gove rnrnen Ll. hclp fam1lte, pro,ide the,c 
people, places. and pw,-,ihilitie-;-1101 only in the 
prcschool , ears but throu~hout childhood and 
the tran-,1uo nal year,-the heller thl' child and 
) o uth outcome-;. 



Toward a Common Vision 

The Developmental Imperative: 

How Do We Help 

Youth Fill the Space? 

The Cube: A Simple Way to 

Frame the Challenge 
For a long Lime, youLh dt•\elopmenL advocaLes 

haw been Lalking about Lhe need for inten­

tional ~upports more of the time, across more 

outcomes, acro'>s more of the de\elopmental 

periods. The'>e ba<,ic pn•m1ses reflect a 

commonsen"e undt•rstandmg of ,-.hat young 

people need and can do. The challenge is to 

build a sense of moral urgenc) behind these 

basic statements. 

,\ key to this is simplicity. A )Car ago, the 

Forum for YouLh Im estment took these three 

ideas- umes, ages, outcomes and made them 

the axes of a cub<. CrtaLing a cube defines a 

space Lo be filled a spa<·e for "hich all '" ho 

touch the lives of )Oung people, either directly 

or indirectly, share respom,ib1ht;. 

Age 

The axes of the cube and their scales are flexi­

ble. Age is one way of breaking down popula­

tion; the axis could capture dimensions such as 

risk status, gender, and race/ ethnicity. An axis 

could track the range of inputs youth need (e.g ., 

America' s Promise' s caring adults, safe places, 

healthy start, marketable skills, opportunities to 

serve ). If the time of day is not useful, an axis 

could be dedicated to contexts of development 

such as familie s, community, schools, neighbor­

hoods. The cube' s content is also flexible and 

can be filled with information on research, poli­

cies, public opinion, practice, or philanthropy. It 

can be filled from the perspective of one yo4th, 

a program, a community, city, county, state, or 

country. Or it might be filled with the funding 

priorities of a foundation, all the youth organi­

zations in a city, the range of activities an orga­

nization offers, or the scope of messages far a 

public service campaign. 

\ \'ith the cube in hand, we can begin to tell 

interesting stories about the ways we support 

;oung people. Take early childhood, for 

instance. Young children need a range of 

opportunities and services throughout their 

waking hours that address a variety of develop­

mental needs. W hile public funding for early 

childhood supports is far from sufficient and 

the network of p ublic, private, and fam ily 

providers remains incomplete, there is a broad 

public understanding that young children need 

a range of supports. 

As children move out of their early years, 

schools become the dominant institution in 

their lives. But schools tend to focus on only a 

subset of the outcome areas (academic), hours 

of the day (primarily 8 A.M. to 3 P.M.) and ages 

5-18). This narrow role of schools p resents two 

challenges: 
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What Fills the Space? 
Early Childhood and Schools 
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Outcome Areas 

1. T he re is a need to consider ho,, schools, 
especially secondar) school!>, can aid in 
youth development more broad!) - ho,,, 
for instance, school!> can inten tiona ll ) a id 
young people's social, emotional, a nd c1, 1c 
development. 

2. However, we must recognize that sc.hoob 
cannot do evef)thing 10 the ir limited hours. 
What is the gel that surrounds schools? 
H ow do we think about the space 
surrounding the school d ay as a ,, hole! 

Schools occupy, at best, o ne-quarter of the 
annual waking hours o f the countn 's clemt.>n­
tary and secondaf} studen ts. This docs no t 
account for those young people ,, ho arc not 10 
school, not employed, and in need o f addi 
tional education, training, and support. In cities 
where as many as ha lf o f the 16- to 18-)ear-olds 
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Older Youth 

Adolescent 

School-aged 

Early Childhood 

Ages 

Times of Day 

are nm in '>t·hool. out-of--;chool time i ncarl) 
all thl' timl'. 

l 'nfortunatdy, the <·urrt.>nt national di,cus· 
-.ion on "out-of--.chool tinw~ focusl''> primaril} 
on tht• goal of Ul'..tlin~ more ~aftt.'r•'>chool 
pro~rram-,. ~ \1.m~ funding '-lrl'am, and 
program-. font'> on tht• hour:. din.'<'tl)· after the 
'>chool dav, tht• ,tudcnt'> in clt•mcntan and - . (increa<,ingly) micldlt> ,chool. and outcomes 
d trccth rt·latl•cl to academic competence and 
phys,ca.l <,aft·ty. Durin~ otht•r houf\, fundin6 
and programmin~ are le,., robu-.1 'touns 
people havt• few options durin~ llw,r mornings. 
e, en10i;'>, \\ t·t.>l-.ends. a nd sumnw, s. 

Opportunitit''> and support-'> pha..,c out~ 
)Oung people lea, c earl) adolt•'><'t'nce. Perhaps 
most imporlanll), the sen in•'>, opportuniliel>, 
and support'> that arc a , a rfablt• ht<"k coherence. 
connection, and conti nuit , . L, t•n in neighbor-
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hoods and citie!> where much is going on 

outside of chool hour'>. liule is done to lmk 

programming into a continuous. intentional 

web of support. A lack of options 1s 

compounded by consistent fra~entation. 

The focus on grades K-6. from J to Ci P.~1.. 

1s understandable and ntal -elementary school 

students need c,afe places to go and sumulating 

things to do in the hours after c,chool ends and 

before their parem(s gt:t home. It carinot be 

BI BLI O G RAP H Y 

detached, however, from conversations about the 

three broader imperatives illustrated by the cube: 

• Young people need and deserve supports 

throughout their waking hours; 

• Young people need and deserve investments 

throughout the first two decades of life· 
' 

• Young people need and deserve investments 

that help them achieve a broad range of 

outcomes. + 
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