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Introduction & Methodology 
 

When Mantra4Change began to work with government schools under our Project for Active             

Cluster Engagement (PACE), the community — comprised of parents and alumni, local            

government bodies, School Development and Monitoring Committee members, as well as           

local businesses — was one of our foremost stakeholders. Upon realising that working with              

a single public school was neither sustainable nor effective because of the large variance in               

student numbers and available facilities, our approach was to work on a cluster level,              

empowering groups of schools to work with and for each other towards collective             

improvement. As such, one of the focus areas of our intervention is working with members               

of  the community to empower them to push for better education for their children. 

 

One aspect of the community that had been largely unexplored within PACE was the youth.               

Youth, as an umbrella term, includes young workers in the workforce for the first time, new                

graduates, unemployed graduates, and students at the high school or collegiate level.            

Realising that this was an untapped resource, one of our interventionists dipped into his              

network of connections and formed a team of members in Anekal cluster, Bangalore. This              

team — all males in their early twenties — began to conduct weekly after-school sessions in                

schools across the cluster, with topics ranging from basic computer skills to arts and crafts.  

 

Based on interviews with members of the youth after-school program team, this case study 

captures the experiences and motivations of the young team. The larger objective of the 

case study is to understand the factors that influence youth participation in government 

schools — in particular, to understand how the youth began their journey with the after 

school program and their perspectives on the effect of their involvement. 

 

A qualitative approach worked best for this case study as our interest was in finding out how                 

the youth perceived their own experiences. Interviews were conducted with members of            

the after school group, as well as with the interventionist for that particular cluster. Once               

the data was cleaned, thematic coding was used to understand the patterns within the              

responses. The insights generated from the qualitative analysis are presented below and            

categorized according to themes that emerged in the analysis. 

 

Literature Review 
 

Youth in Community Building 

 

While the role of community in education has been recognized and written about (Shaeffer 

1992, Nishimura 2017), recent literature also emphasizes the role of youth engagement in 

community building. Youth participation or engagement can be thought of as the 

involvement of youth in challenging and local action that is aligned with real needs, with 
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opportunities for growth and activities that have an impact on the larger community. Other 

definitions of the concept emphasize participation as a catalyst for developing skills and 

competencies, forming aspirations, and gaining confidence. An overarching theme in the 

current research is that youth who are engaged and involved in change efforts at the 

community level are also able to become better and more effective members of society 

(Nitzberg, 2005).  

 

Research has highlighted that young people in low-income communities of color have a 

special stake in educational reform, both because of the massive challenges faced in their 

education, and because they have the capacity to create real change within their 

communities (Checkoway and Richards-Schuster 2006).  

 

 

However, Finn and Kurth-Shai (1988) found that most studies of youth in these areas 

focus on them as “troubled and troubling” rather than as members of the society with the 

capacity to build a community. Checkoway and Richards-Schuster (2006) advocate for 

youth participation in educational reform, which would further challenge the usual role of 

young people as targets rather than as the agents of public policy, especially in 

low-income communities of color. The same paper also ties youth involvement in 

education reform with larger political reform, emphasizing that youth dissent, critique 

and dialogue is essential to creating meaningful change in education and beyond. 

 

Previous research supports the premise that adolescent well-being is associated with 

participation in community activities. Studies found that factors such as increasing academic 

performance during high school, increasing the likelihood of college attendance (Eccles & 

Barber, 1999), greater school engagement (Lamborn, Brown, Mounts, & Steinberg, 1992), 

and reinforcing positive social values or setting an example (Youniss & Yates, 1997) affect 

youth involvement in community-building activities. 

 

A report in the Journal of Extension Studies (Brenner, Barnett and Baugh 2007), also 

summarizes a few other factors across research: 

 

● feelings of efficacy (Sherrod, Flanagan, & Youniss, 2002),  

● the need to be valued and taken seriously by others in the community (Flanagan & 

Van Horn, 2001) 

● increasing their own self-esteem, and  

● having a responsibility toward society by performing a public duty (Independent 

Sector, 2001).  
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Youth Involvement in Other Contexts 

 

While most current research originates in Western and/or US-based contexts, burgeoning 

research efforts in youth involvement from other contexts support their findings. A study 

conducted in Nigeria found that engaging youth in various community development projects 

worked as an effective strategy not only to leverage the youth for the success of the 

projects, but also to provide opportunities and skills to the youth involved. The report also 

revealed that youth are aware of the benefits and, in fact, tend to choose programmes that 

they derive direct benefit from. For instance, respondents in the study in Nigeria showed a 

high level of emphasis on programmes such as skill acquisition, agriculture and sport.  

 

A report from Kenya (Laurie & Wanja 2015), compiling learnings from pilot programmes 

across the country Kenya, addresses the effects of involving community youth — 

specifically, alumni — on education. The paper puts forth a model to leverage the alumni of 

schools to give back to the school. In their initial impact report they found that the 

alumni-based events were a motivating factor for students in the school. The events 

encouraged further engagement from many of the alumni, with 46 % of the alumni signing 

up to support their former schools in other ways, such as mentoring and through giving 

donations. 

 

Given that the youth of a community have the potential to enact sustainable change in 

education systems, The JoE report writes that further training in civic minded skills, such as 

understanding the legal or policy-making process, and how to work on community-based 

committees to address social problems, will enhance building strong youth- adult 

relationships and encourage youth leadership to a broader context. 

 

Challenges to youth involvement:  

 

Research has found that factors such as parental involvement can influence youth 

involvement. Youth whose parents are actively involved in the community are more likely to 

become active themselves (Chan & Elder, 1999). Youth whose parents do not participate in 

civic activities may still become active in their communities; however, a supportive and 

reinforcing parental relationship may have a greater contribution to civic engagement than 

parental modeling (Fletcher & Van Horn, 2000). However, parent involvement is a particular 

challenge that communities from low-resource socioeconomic backgrounds face. (Eldering, 

2006; Hornby & Lafaele, 2011; Traag & Van der Velden, 2011) 

 

Among the leading obstacles to youth involvement, not being taken seriously, not being 

asked, and not being assigned or having an identifiable role are consistently noted in the 

research literature (Independent Sector, 2001). Felix (2003) identified other challenges to 

youth involvement in communities, including: 
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● a lack of communication and awareness of opportunities,  

● turf issues among organizations competing for youth participants,  

● youth fears of speaking out,  

● lack of diversity, and  

● adultism or the systematic mistreatment of young people simply because of their 

age. 

 

 

Across the literature, it is evident that merely providing the opportunity is not enough — the 

right set of factors and a collaborative, accommodating approach towards the youth are 

required to both channel their energy towards communal good as well as their own 

personal and professional development.  

 

Analysis 
 

What motivated the youth to get involved? 

 

The factor most frequently mentioned as being a motivator for the youth to join the               

after-school program was the fact they had been alumni of these very schools in Anekal               

town.  

 

One member of the program said, “My first inspiration is [that I am] also a government 

school student, so I want to do something for government school students.” 

Another member said, “Government school students are active students as well as private 

school students but they need effective teaching and activities. Nowadays teachers [are] 

inactively doing their work. So, we decide we can do something for government school 

students … this is my inspiration.” 

 

Other members of the team echoes this sentiment. “Major thing is quality of teaching is 

missing & another thing is that they are not using any simple techniques in some of the 

government school,” said one member, when asked about why they decided to work with 

the schools.  

The team’s personal connection to the schools along with their concern and understanding             

of the specific challenges that students in the schools face made them motivated             

participants in the after school program. 
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Additionally, many of the members of this afterschool program team have a D.Ed. (a              

diploma in education), and initially formed their connection with each other during their             

time in that course. Others know each other as neighbors or schoolmates. The afterschool              

program presented an opportunity to both exercise the skills learned in the teaching course              

but also contribute to their own alma maters, which the youth saw as an exciting               

opportunity. Many expressed feelings of nostalgia when they taught the students of their             

schools: “I remembered my school days memories, I felt happy with students while doing              

activities.” said one member, who worked as a graphic designer and taught basic computer              

skills to students. 

 

Significantly, many members of the group also pointed to Mantra’s interventionist as an             

inspiration and catalyst for coming to work in this group.  

 

“For the first time I spoke in front of children & for me it is a dream to become a teacher is 

fulfilled by S— & P—,” said one of the members. “They gave me confidence & they make me 

feel so comfortable to work with your team … I want to become a teacher. I enjoy teaching 

a lot.”  

Two things are apparent from this particular quote: one, that the youth felt supported and               

motivated by the interventionist — who was able to play the role of an anchor for the group                  

— and two, that the youth who had joined this group were already inclined towards               

volunteering or working with students. Coupled with a fulcrum and a regular meeting             

structure, the natural orientation of the group was thus directed towards working with the              

neighborhood schools.  

 

How did the youth feel as part of the program? 

 

Members of the youth group described their experience in mostly positive terms. The 

typical response was: 

“I had a good experience here. Students are creatively involved [in] those activities, I 

learned a lot and [it was good to] share my knowledge with the Mantra team,” said one 

member. 

Many members also spoke of gaining confidence: in particular, several of them 

mentioned that the experience helped them deal with their “stage fear” and boosted 

their confidence in presenting and speaking to large groups.  

 

The team also relied on certain structures to help them plan and keep their motivation 

levels up. Speaking about the first ever meeting they had as a team, one member said, “P— 

conducted the meeting at Anekal CRC about youth involvement in school, at the meeting he 

gave us a few ideas of what we can do for schools, and we discussed it. Then we listed out 
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activities and objectives, and [went on to do] a few activities at schools, such as folk 

storytelling, painting, drawing and craft activities.”  

This meeting would go on to become a weekly structure, where the members of the team 

would meet, discuss their experiences and plan for their future sessions. The members 

reported finding the structure useful, seeing as it gave them the space and time to reflect 

and plan. 

While the youth did face challenges, they were mostly related to their relative inexperience              

in dealing with kids. Said one member, “There are some children, they are too naughty.               

They play in between the session and we need to handle them very carefully. Few               

situations, I felt difficulty, [for example] when I was making them do craft work, one boy                

cut a girl’s hair.” However, he was able to gain a better understanding of classroom               

management as the classes went on. 

 

Overall, and importantly, the youth could see the societal value of what they were doing:               

one member mentioned that working with students in schools could help prevent many of              

the problems that he saw among his own peers.  

 

“Nowadays, some students in the area, they don’t have a particular goal,” he said. “Just 

they are going to college, they are getting involved in a few activities, then they drop it. 

They don’t have goal setting — like we will do a few competitive exams, we can get 

government jobs — they don’t have this. Just they think, they can go to college, and that’s 

life. We can change something,” he said. 

 

Other members supported the idea that that youths face these challenges. Interestingly, it             

was also clear from the responses that the interviewees separated themselves from the rest              

of the “unmotivated” youth — they see a divide, and are aware of it as a problem. Many see                   

the afterschool program as a way to perhaps bridge that divide for future generations of               

students in their neighborhood. 

 

How did schools react to the intervention? 

 

When asked about the impact of the youth’s activities on the school, many teachers and               

HMs expressed feelings of pride. Said one teacher: “I like their interest and energy ... they                

have love [for this] school, because they also studied in govt. schools they very well know                

about our school’s problems.”  

 

An HM added, “I am happy because youths are coming back to help government school... it                

is a good practice.”  
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They also saw that the presence of the youth influenced the students to be more open. “I                 

saw changes in my students,” said one teacher. “When youths are engaging, students are              

very happy ... they don’t have fear and they ask questions, they clarify their doubts.” 

 

Another teacher added, “Some children have shared that after 18 yrs [they] also want to               

work like these youths, because they inspire them.” 

 

From the perspective of the youth team, their involvement had positive effects on the 

school.  

“They [teachers and HM] appreciated us,” said one member, “But they felt proud, we are 

also their students.” 

The members also all agreed that student response had been positive towards the activities. 

“Students are supporting our activities and session,” a member said. “They were happy to 

welcome us. Because they had theory class every day, but we were giving practical classes.”  

When asked if they had seen changes in their schools, several members mentioned a 

general trend of improvement in teachers. One member said, “Nowadays teacher teaching 

based on text book activities. They are giving full freedom for students and they adopt lot 

non-curricular activities.” Some members also pointed towards a shift in teacher’s attitudes 

towards technology, mentioning that they were more open to using tech-based learning 

aids.  

However, when asked about the impact of their own activities on the larger teacher 

population or school trends, the members did not mention any specific connections 

between their work and the changes they saw in school. This particular trend, however, may 

be attributed to the fact that the program was still in its starting stages.  

 

Conclusions 
 

Based on their responses, the members of the after school program had a largely positive               

experience: they enjoyed interacting with the students, gained confidence and teaching           

skills, felt comfortable in an environment familiar to them, and saw themselves as part of a                

larger process to expose students to new skills and knowledge. Many also expressed an              

interest in continuing this kind of work in the future.  

 

Another successful aspect of the program was that the youth understood their role as              

helping alleviate, or prevent, the larger problems that young people in their community             

face. In this sense, all the participants were able to fulfil the four factors (Independent               

Sector 2001) necessary for an effective youth-based program:  
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● feelings of efficacy: through the effect they saw themselves having on students and             

schools. 

● the need to be valued and taken seriously by others in the community: through the               

responses and validation of the schoolteachers and HMs.  

● increasing their own self-esteem: through their personal skill development. 

● having a responsibility toward society by performing a public duty: through the            

realisation of their larger role in the community. 

 

Two important insights emerged from an analysis of the factors influencing these members: 

- While the initial burst of motivation seems to have come from the fact that these               

youth were alumni of the concerned schools, many also depended on the meeting             

structure and the leader of the group for sustained support and motivation. This             

means that being connected to the school in some way was a powerful pull factor,               

but the program may not have lasted as long as it did without the support structures                

and space for the members to plan and reflect on their experiences.  

 

INSIGHT 1: creating a space, structure and anchor for a youth-based program can be a               

powerful motivating factor for members to remain in the program.  

 

- As the youth have themselves identified, the members of the after school program             

were different from the majority of the youth in the community, who they felt were               

often aimless and prone to distractions. One thing to consider for the future of the               

program is how (or whether) these youths on the other side of the divide can be                

involved. In other words, how can we turn the “other” youth into the agents of               

change rather than the subjects of it (Checkoway and Richards-Schuster 2006)?           

Answering these questions will also lead to other considerations about diversity: we            

might consider, for example, how to bring in more females into the group so that               

young female students may have role models who are familiar with their            

experiences. 

 

INSIGHT 2: One area to explore for the future of this initiative is that of diversity. Based on                  

our learnings from the first iteration of the initiative, a future course of action might be to                 

explore bringing in youth from different backgrounds — gender, age, or education level             

might be examples — this may broaden the impact of the program, as well as create a                 

collective of youth who represent the experiences and interests of the larger community. 
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