
Keeping the Lights On

Many youth are being served by our partner agencies.  Currently our smallest agencies serve 34, 42, and 45 youth, 

respectively, in programs that either serve primarily the lower grades or middle-schoolers and high-schoolers.  Our largest 

partner serves a total of 750 children over the course of a year in all grades from 3rd through 12th.  

In each agency, new data collection protocols are in place to gather lots more data.  In all cases, agencies have been trained on 

how to implement the new data collection forms.  Our project has assisted with data entry and preliminary data analyses.  The

next phase in our project involves researching grant opportunities for new sources of funding and training agencies on outcomes 

based analysis.  

Youth programs attempting to curb juvenile delinquency not only improve the overall health of a community, but, more 

importantly, address the recognized connection between delinquency and a life of crime (Mooney, Knox, and Schacht 2007).  

Juvenile delinquency peaks during the hours immediately following the end of the school day between 2:00 and 6:00 p.m.   It has 

been suggested that if youth have access to opportunities for the constructive use of time after school, delinquency rates wi ll 

decrease (Gottfredson et al. 2004).  In fact, increased availability of prosocial activities, like the kind provided by after school 

programs, the lower the juvenile delinquency arrest rate (Gottfredson et al. 2004).

We are hopeful that as we help agencies to figure out how to produce scientifically informed results on what’s working and what 

isn’t, our collaboration will pay off in that agencies will be able to write more compelling grant applications.  The result: new 

sources of ample funding to defray the costs of implementing best practices proven in the literature to reduce juvenile 

delinquency.  

Youth-serving agencies in rural areas face funding and other challenges.  We learned from agency directors that “keeping the lights on” 

for small, underfunded, nonprofit agencies takes priority over other needs.  Rural areas lack sufficient services and facilit ies to address 

all the needs of families and youth, and we find that the programs in place to address those needs are themselves deficient in capacity 

and key resources.  

Buildings:  Four out of five of our partner agencies are located in buildings that were inherited or purchased for very little money.  The 

buildings appear somewhat rundown.  Utilities (heat and electricity) are expensive, as are repairs that might be required for basic and 

emergency maintenance (plumbing, for example), making it difficult for agencies to afford any upgrades.  

Equipment: Staff have access to computers and the internet, though there isn’t always money in the budget for regularly updating the 

software and maintaining access to the Internet.  

Cars, vans, and buses to transport children to and from centers:   Agencies do own refurbished school buses or vans to transport 

participants, but struggle to pay the insurance and fuel costs.

Program materials:  The agencies don’t really have access to any “Best Practices” programs.  They follow an intuitive sense of what 

works for programming.  Best practices are typically expensive and proprietary, placing them beyond the reach of these agencies.
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“Keeping the Lights on for Troubled Youth: Improving Agency Capacity and Sustainability in a Rural Setting”

Juvenile delinquency is an ever-present problem that generates concern on the part of parents, schools, law enforcement agencies, and the community-at-large.  Studies suggest that the amount of trouble adolescents get into as measured by property and violent crime data, DWI arrests, and juvenile intake numbers, 

for example, may be reduced by access to prosocial activities during afterschool hours.  Rural areas are particularly underserved when it comes to youth recreation and other nonschool related programming.  Further, youth-serving agencies, especially in rural areas, may face funding challenges.  Our research involved 

systematic observation of five local youth-serving agencies in rural western New York.  We studied their resources, performed needs assessment, and recommended changes that would allow the organizations to collect more and better data on their youth clients.  We also provided technical assistance by training staff 

members on data collection and analysis and connected them with additional resources such as GIS mapping capabilities on the web and on our campus.  Our findings suggest that most community partners not only made gains in operationalizing and measuring outcomes, but were able to write more compelling grant 

applications in an effort to “keep the lights on” for their programs and ultimately their clients. Through our university-community collaboration, our data indicates that by improving the way rural agencies track and monitor their programs, we are making a significant difference in the lives of troubled youth and addressing 

the important connection between juvenile delinquency and lifelong criminality.  

Building Capacity

Troubling Facts About Rural Youth

Enhancing Agency Effectiveness

Mapping the Recreation Landscape
Created using the SMART System (Developed by OJJDP)

Allegany County:  Located on this map are three of our five 

community partners.  All 3 of our partner agencies in this county 

(identified on the map), reside in communities that have a 

disadvantage score of 8, meaning that this area is more 

disadvantaged than 80% of other tracts in the country.

Steuben County:  Located on this map are two of our five 

community partners.  Both of our partner agencies in this county 

(identified on the map), reside in communities that have a 

disadvantage score of 8-9, meaning that this area is more 

disadvantaged than 80%-90% of the other tracts in the country.

Map Key

Rural areas are underserved when it comes to 

youth recreation and other nonschool related 

programs, according to maps that we can make 

using SMART.  Only schools, libraries, OJJDP 

grants, and youth courts are represented on this 

map as none of the other recognized youth-serving 

opportunities that SMART can map show up as 

resources in either county.  These maps are one 

way to illustrate the resource-poor nature of the 

region in terms of providing prosocial activities for 

rural youth.
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1- Allegany County Youth Court 
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Making a Difference

We interviewed the directors of four of the five agencies with whom we’ve partnered.  When asked how they might describe the relationship with the grant-funded 

project, all focused their comments on the work we’ve done to assist agencies with data collection, management, and analysis. Furthermore, one director went on to 
say that “they assisted us in developing strategies that enable us to show our funders the impact we are making with the population we

service.”

When asked to name specific changes, one director suggested that “previously we were laid back about data collection.  Now we have passed 

on to a new direction.” Another commented that his agency was gathering more data in Excel.  A third director offered that “we began to look differently 

at what we want to report to funders for youth outcomes.  We developed a new protocol for measuring social skill outcomes,” for 

example.  

Each agency director was asked if his/her agency improved its ability to serve rural youth.  One director mentioned that the changes taking place in tracking and 
monitoring participants “give us the potential to tap into new resources to better serve youth.”   

Another suggested that her/his agency had not been looking at certain aspects of the experience until now--more data means ultimately a better understanding of 

the process.  

In order to keep up with information technology and evaluation methodology, the project offers trainings which we asked about.   All five of the directors wanted 

some additional training in Excel, GIS mapping, program evaluation, and grant writing. 

In terms of overall satisfaction with the university-community partnership, all five directors offered that they are “very satisfied” with the collaboration.  One director 
offered “there are many teaching resources out there about what outcomes are, but none like RJI that review your data bases and talk 

with you about what is important for your agency to be accomplishing.” Another director suggested that she would “highly recommend our 

work to others.”

Undergraduate participants on the project served as paid interns in partner agencies, spending approximately 3-4 hours per week in 

an assigned agency for a 6 to 8 week period.

Student interns assisted their partner agencies by assessing the needs for new or improved data collection systems.  At the end of the 

first phase of the project, students developed recommendations for changes in data collection and management.  The students 

delivered those recommendations in formal presentations to the agencies. 

From these recommendations, students developed several new instruments or revised old ones for each of their agencies for the

purpose of helping them collect more and better data in order to track participants, measure the effects of their programming, and write 

more compelling grant applications.

During our program observations, we discovered that many of our agencies did not store their program and participant data 

electronically as many of the agency personnel were not equipped with the skills to do so.  As part of our collaborative effort, we offered 

Microsoft Excel training to all of our agencies and their personnel.
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Allegany County Steuben County New York State

Juvenile Delinquency Intake Rate 

(per 1,000 youth)

19.1 19.4 16.2

DWI Rate (per 10,000 young 

adults)

77.6 102.6 43.7

Young Adult Arrest Rate for Drugs 

(per 10,000 young adults)

21.2 42.6 16.9


