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Valerie N. Adams-Bass, PhD

Over the 10 years of Teen Reading Lounge’s existence, PA Humanities and I have 
learned a lot about youth-led programming, the connection between youth 
development and the humanities, and the needs of adults working in this space.  
When we started out creating this publication, we hoped to center the program 
and highlight how successful TRL had been in sites across Pennsylvania. During 
this process, however, PA Humanities discovered a richer narrative – one that 
tells the successes of Teen Reading Lounge but also highlights lessons about 
equity and inclusion and what our roles should be as researchers, program 
partners, and grantmakers. Tucked into each programmatic shift described 
within this brief are larger organizational learnings about trust, flexibility, 
collaboration, and power-sharing.

The process of blending research with practice to improve programming is 
not easy. PA Humanities made necessary adjustments to a successful program 
to concentrate efforts on serving those youth who were benefiting the most. 
Evaluation data and social science research were continually married to produce a 
quality program that includes cultural competencies and content for serving youth 
of color. This brief is a presentation of what PA Humanities has learned so far. 
Youth-serving organizations, humanities organizations and funders can refer to 
this brief for learning about the process of creating programs that are designed to 
serve youth of color, identifying the types of partnerships that benefit youth, being 
engaged, and for creating funding priorities that are aligned with what works. 

Although this brief doesn’t specifically address the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the national uprisings and protests for racial justice, both of these occurrences 
have directly impacted the way TRL sites work with young people and how 
PA Humanities supports community sites. We have spent the last three years 
centering TRL programming to serve racially and economically diverse youth 
living in communities across Pennsylvania. Collectively, we are rethinking and 
learning about new ways to engage youth in the humanities. In addition, through 
professional development, we are continuing to support our host sites as they 
navigate conversations about race, human rights, power, and justice – all topics 
that have naturally grown out of TRL discussions for a decade and are now  
at the forefront in light of the growing racial justice movement exacerbated  
by the pandemic.

I invite you to read on and learn with us. We expect this brief will produce 
questions about our work and approach - and we hope it will help you think  
more deeply about your work with young people.
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The purpose of this learning brief is to share a decade of field-relevant insights, research, 
and findings about youth development from Teen Reading Lounge (TRL), an award-
winning, interactive, reading and discussion program for youth ages 12-to-18 developed by 
PA Humanities. It supports the humanities as a viable means for effectively and equitably 
engaging youth in programs that build important educational and social-emotional skills.  

In TRL, youth select readings based on their interests and then participate in discussions, 
hands-on learning activities, and civic engagement projects that put the humanities into 
action to make positive change. PA Humanities collaboratively developed the program with 
artists, educators, humanities scholars, and library professionals to build the capacity of 
Pennsylvania libraries to better serve young people. 

Since its launch in 2010, the evaluation specialists at the Allegheny Intermediate Unit (AIU) 
were contracted to collect data and feedback from both the teens and adult facilitators. In 
addition to providing valuable insights into the program, this ongoing research helped PA 
Humanities better center diversity, equity, and inclusion and align its practices with the 
principles of Positive Youth Development. As the program evolved, PA Humanities engaged 
Dr. Valerie Adams-Bass and Dr. Fatima Hafiz to build even more effective adult facilitator 
training based on the findings of AIU. A decade later, TRL has become a demonstrably 
effective youth engagement program, particularly with meeting the social and emotional 
needs of youth of color. The successes (and challenges) presented in this learning brief 
demonstrate the importance of continuous and participatory learning and evaluation in 
program development, among the other key takeaways.
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Center diversity, equity, and inclusion. 
Consistent evaluation of TRL and a focus on topical research helped PA Humanities make improvements 
and increased the impact on Black and Brown youth and youth from economically disadvantaged 
communities.

The humanities support positive youth development.
The depth and breadth of the humanities allow for discovery of subject areas that are relevant to our 
lives and invite us to think more deeply about our own identities and experiences. They support the 
development of critical thinking, empathy, and communication skills and prepare youth to be strong, 
thoughtful, and resilient adults.

Organizational leadership should be supportive  
of youth-driven programming.
An inclusive and equitable youth program puts young people in the driver’s seat. Internal support from 
library branch managers, executive boards, and school administrators to involve youth in development 
of their own learning opportunities can give site staff permission to experiment with youth-driven and 
more collaborative approaches.

Ask for and seek out professional development opportunities.
Out of School Time, or OST, programs require an investment in professional development in order to 
build layered programming that provides a diverse menu of participation options that are accessible to 
children and youth.

Provide opportunities for youth to act.
Civic engagement opportunities can be a game-changer for young people, particulary older youth of color.

Prioritize program evaluation.
As organizations begin to offer programs that are culturally relevant, facilitating an assessment and 
program evaluation is essential for determining the effectiveness of the program and for identifying 
strengths of the program. The ability to demonstrate the impact of your efforts towards program 
improvement and the program’s strengths are important for the work you do with youth.

 Communicate to funders what youth actually need  
for a quality afterschool experience.
Evaluation can often favor the funders’ needs over the program end-user, meaning that there is a 
disconnect between what is needed to ensure a quality experience and what is needed to prove return on 
investment. Educating philanthropic partners and stakeholders, while also building partnerships that 
prioritize trust building as a part of program delivery, is a necessity.

1
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Teen Reading Lounge (TRL), is PA Humanities’ award-winning, interactive reading and 
discussion program for teens ages 12-to-18. PA Humanities collaboratively developed the 
program with artists, educators, humanities scholars, and library professionals to build the 
capacity of Pennsylvania libraries to serve the 12-to-18 age group, an underserved audience 
at the time. PA Humanities hoped to demonstrate the role the humanities played in building 
critical social emotional learning skills in youth. 

Core elements of the TRL learning experience remain the same today as when it first 
launched: youth select special readings based on their interests, and participate in hands-on 
learning activities that deepen their understanding of the reading’s themes. Sites enlist one 
or two adult facilitators, often from the community, to help guide youth in discussion and 
learning. In more recent years, and based on evaluation, discussions associated with themes 
from the readings have sparked development of local civic engagement projects, showing 
that the humanities can directly lead to action. We now see teens identifying local issues like 
hunger, bullying, and blight, and crafting creative responses that support neighbors in need. 

To date, over 90 organizations from 33 counties have hosted TRL, and youth hailing from 
urban, suburban, and rural communities have participated. Librarians, educators, artists, 
community leaders, historians, and authors have all taken part in the program. Investment 
in the program has been substantial as well. PA Humanities, the Office of Commonwealth 
Libraries, and individual funders have dedicated over $700,000 in support of the program, 
much of this going directly to host sites. PA Humanities has also dedicated considerable 
human and financial resources to providing professional development (training, coaching, 
and technical assistance) for host sites.

TEEN READING
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To aid in the development and implementation of the program, PA Humanities provides 
libraries and OST organizations a two-year grant to work with youth to create a unique 
and personal experience that is both age-appropriate and grounded in positive youth 
development best practices. To participate in TRL, sites complete an application and 
participate in a community conversation with PA Humanities staff to discuss goals, needs, 
and opportunities before they are selected. In addition to receiving a grant to offset staffing 
and program costs, PA Humanities provides a robust professional development series  
and targeted guidance on how to evaluate program offerings and continuously integrate  
youth feedback. 

Finally, evaluation and research are a critical component of TRL. Employing a continuous 
improvement approach to learning and program development, PA Humanities engaged the 
Allegheny Intermediate Unit (AIU) from the program’s early days to understand the impact  
of the program on youth and adults. The insights shared in this report are supported by  
PA Humanities’ focus on learning and evaluation. 

Ten years ago, PA Humanities set off with the goal of using TRL to provide Pennsylvania youth 
access to quality humanities experiences and to provide a “learning lab” for libraries  
to experiment with developing humanities programming for youth. TRL has evolved from  
a traditional book discussion program into a vehicle for youth and adults to make discoveries 
about themselves, their relationships to one another, and impact change in the world.
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PA Humanities’ portfolio of programs and partnerships demonstrate that the humanities are  
essential to foster a society that is connected, innovative, and strong. TRL’s intentional focus on 
humanities-based learning for youth is what makes the program unique and impactful. So, then,  
what are the humanities?

Traditional definitions of the humanities focus on academic fields of study.1, 2 While these definitions 
are useful in understanding the subjects that make up the study of the humanities, they don’t capture 
the active learning and development the humanities can spark. PA Humanities’ approach is to put 
the humanities in action, meaning that each Teen Reading Lounge program provides an opportunity 
for youth to cultivate skills that invite them to better acknowledge the context and culture of their 
worlds by using materials and subjects they choose. This material, typically in the form of young adult 
literature and short readings, is used as a “mirror” or “window” by which to view contemporary life.  
As a result, youth learn to ask open-ended questions about the bigger themes found in their readings. 
These questions kick-start group discussions that often lead to critical-thinking about their own 
experiences and how to take action in their community.  Encouraging youth to actively engage in 
humanities programming that is reflective of their interests and needs is vital to teen development - 
and a hallmark of effective youth programming. 

Founded in 1973, PA Humanities, one of 55 state and territorial humanities 
councils operating across the United States, has been the sole nonprofit in 
the Commonwealth dedicated to the humanities. A federal-state partner of 
the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), PA Humanities’ mission 
is to champion the humanities as a means to spark civic engagement, build 
community, educate, inspire, and make change that lasts. We believe the 
humanities are accessible and useful to everyone. We put people first, ensuring 
the stories, values, assets, and perspectives of each community we serve impact 
the outcomes of our programs. We create and encourage spaces where everybody 
belongs and can find common ground, speak their truth, and work together for 
collective action. Our focus is on continually innovating and growing - always 
looking for new and better ways to serve the people of Pennsylvania. Our work 
centers on sharing tools, building networks, and working towards a future 
without barriers, where people take the lead in making meaningful change  
in their own communities.

humanities
The
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Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
In 2010-11, PA Humanities began work with evaluation specialists at the Allegheny 
Intermediate Unit (AIU) to collect data on Teen Reading Lounge. AIU helped PA Humanities 
design processes and tools for administering evaluations at the staff and youth levels and  
has prepared yearly reports on sites’ experiences with the program. The data collected has 
been used to improve program design, delivery, and objectives for PA Humanities  
and program producers.3

In an effort to look at and better understand program data across the years, AIU examined 
data from 2012-16. Data was collected from 149 adults and 472 youth participants during that 
time period. AIU analyzed the date by variables of interest: grade category, median income, 
race/ethnicity, and program attendance. This cumulative evaluation analysis revealed three 
substantial outcomes for TRL: 

•  Older Black and Brown youth benefit most strongly from TRL.

•  Programming was most beneficial for youth from economically  
disadvantaged communities.

•  Higher attendance contributed to significant results in both  
literacy and communication skills. 

While the data showed that all participants benefited from TRL, youth of color benefited 
significantly more than their white peers. They had greater positive outcomes in relation 
to identity development, how they related to and interacted with peers, and in relation to 
improved reading. The findings from this multi-year analysis were foundational for TRL’s 
programmatic redesign and organizational pivot. PA Humanities identified a programmatic 
new goal for TRL: helping statewide libraries and youth-serving organizations build 
meaningful connections with youth from economically disadvantaged communities  
and Black and Brown youth through the humanities.

The impact of this discovery and newly articulated program goal meant that PA Humanities 
had to look at the program design and strategies to make them more equitable and inclusive. 
Emboldened by the data and AIU’s analysis, PA Humanities brought on researcher  
Dr. Valerie Adams-Bass from the University of Virginia to conduct an audit of the program 
and determine efficacy and alignment with the latest scholarship on Positive Youth 
Development (PYD). Dr. Adams-Bass looked at relevant research and conducted a series 
of interviews with expert scholars on reading engagement, civic engagement, and cultural 
competency. Interviews were also conducted with veteran program directors of arts and 
humanities organizations that serve children and youth. The process helped us integrate 
relevant elements of effective youth programming into Teen Reading Lounge and highlighted 
some areas for growth around diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI).
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Aligning Teen Reading Lounge  
with Positive Youth Development (PYD) 
As a humanities organization, PA Humanities focuses its programming on ensuring that 
across Pennsylvania people are engaging the humanities in their home communities. Over 
time, we recognized the importance of integrating PYD into TRL to build a program that 
is effective at exploring the humanities while also being developmentally appropriate, 
impactful, and inviting  
to youth. We also recognized that humanities-based learning strategies such as reflection, 
dialogue, and critical thinking play a special role in supporting youth development. 

The Federal Interagency Working Group on Youth Programs defines Positive Youth 
Development (PYD) as:

  An intentional, prosocial approach that engages youth within their communities, schools, 
organizations, peer groups, and families in a manner that is productive and constructive; 
recognizes, utilizes, and enhances young people’s strengths; and promotes positive 
outcomes for young people by providing opportunities, fostering positive relationships, 
and furnishing the support needed to build on their leadership strengths.4

Participation in PYD is beneficial for all youth and may be particularly advantageous for 
BIPOC youth.5 PYD often occurs in organized out-of-school (OST) activities, defined as 
structured activities with adult leaders aimed at school-aged children that take place in the 
after-school hours in school or community-based settings. Such programs and activities have 
been found to offer both formal and informal educational opportunities; thus, educational, 
and recreational activities are part of the definition of extended education. Participation in 
OST programs provides an opportunity for children and youth to learn and grow in different 
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environments. In fact, these informal learning environments are ideal for developing skills, 
exploring career options and building relationships. 

In addition to well-known OST programs such as Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Boys & Girls 
Clubs, and 4-H where PYD experiences occur, smaller local and regional programs exist 
that contribute to the menu of options in which children and youth participate. Recognizing 
the amount of time youth spend in OST programming, scholars and organizations have 
researched PYD and identified key elements of quality programming, developmental assets-
skills that youth may build through program participation, and the impact of participation 
on youth outcomes. Some researchers have conducted studies that identify how to engage 
Black,6 Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) youth.7, 8 This area of study is important  
in PA Humanities’ ongoing efforts to effectively engage an increasingly diverse population  
of young people.

Providing a safe space for youth is an important aspect of PYD.9 A safe space for teens is  
a place where they feel cared about, where they can express themselves, and where there are 
opportunities to be teachers, learners, and leaders. The “safe space” of TRL is in a library or 
after-school facility and centers around books, conversations, and civic engagement projects 
that are connected to the humanities. Youth are provided opportunities to develop skills 
and to exchange knowledge. The informal learning environment of TRL allows young people 
to relax, while discussions about topics that could be considered controversial provide an 
opportunity to talk about issues they are experiencing in their lives or that they believe are 
important. In a non-traditional learning environment, youth are less likely to risk alienation, 
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and to establish relationships or trust peers with their learning. According to our evaluation 
for the 2018-2019 program year, close to 80% of teens felt adults listened to what they had 
to say and respected them.10 This suggests TRL sites are offering a safe space for youth to 
express themselves and youth and adults are establishing trusting relationships, which can 
have an impact on retention and recruitment. 

Character Development is an asset-based element of PYD that deepens the approach to youth 
programming, identifies specific attributes and assets that are key for growth, and provides 
opportunity for social emotional learning (SEL). Programs that are grounded in PYD research 
and integrate activities that build the five Cs of character development have the highest 
potential to impact the lives of youth (Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character, 
Caring/Compassion). Activities that afford youth the opportunity to develop the five C’s 
have been demonstrated to aid in healthy transitions to adulthood11, 12 and are more likely to 
develop or strenghten youth’s civic engagement muscle.

The TRL approach to PYD emphasizes the strengths of young people and the adolescent 
development process. Adolescence is considered the transitional stage from childhood to 
adulthood that occurs between ages 13 and 19.13 It includes cognitive and physical maturation. 
During this stage of life, adolescents search for a sense of self and personal identity through 
exploration of personal values, beliefs, and goals. They explore possibilities and begin to form 
their own identity based upon the outcome of their explorations.14, 15 Adolescence is a pivotal 
period for youth to attain attitudes, competencies, values, and social connections that will 
help carry them forward to successful adulthood.16

For example, TRL discussions that occur about book content provide opportunities for teens 
to connect with others, develop empathy, and practice critical thinking. Black and Barnes’ 
2020 study of youth and reading found an association between empathic concern, integrity, 
and moral agency among youth who read young adult fiction. Youth who read young adult 
fiction have opportunities to strengthen components of SEL through exposure to plots that 
elucidate moral reasoning and decision making.17 PA Humanities’ evaluation data suggests 
youth value the opportunity to speak with peers in an informal environment and that they 
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value learning from and about peers with whom they would not ordinarily share time. Youth 
often report that,  ‘TRL helped me to understand others’ viewpoints, especially when different 
from my own.’ It is plausible that the discussion-based model and reading the selected 
texts together are responsible for youths’ awareness of self and others, a perspective on 
participation we have not fully captured in the assessment tools TRL currently administered 
with adult participants.

TRL embeds humanities strategies that translate well to PYD, discussion, artistic expression, 
and project-based learning (PBL). The program is designed so the adults working with 
young people can provide opportunities for youth to make decisions about the content, 
from selecting the books to creating the agenda for individual sessions. TRL facilitators are 
encouraged to host kick off meetings and to start each meeting with warm-up activities that 
present opportunities to identify the varied assets of young people. By working to establish 
open communication with youth, adults can make program adjustments that are inclusive 
for a diverse group of young people. Embedded in our materials and facilitator training is an 
emphasis on youth directed programming, asset-based approaches to programming, and 
building a broader understanding of diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

Understanding the Needs of Pennsylvania Youth
PA Humanities serves the entire state of Pennsylvania, but the experiences and needs in 
each community vary. Taking a deeper look at demographics has helped PA Humanities 
select sites that are serving youth with the most need for quality humanities-based learning 
experiences like Teen Reading Lounge.

Seventeen percent of Pennsylvania children live in poverty - and it’s important to note that 
youth who fall below the poverty line live in every county and include all racial/ethnic groups. 
However, African American and Latinx children are disproportionately represented among 
children living in extreme poverty.  The rate of poverty for non-Hispanic white children in 
Pennsylvania is 10.6% - higher than the national average of 9.6%. The statewide average of 



16

32.7% of African American and 35.7% of Latinx children who are experiencing poverty in 
Pennsylvania is much higher than the national average of 23% of African Americans and 
19.4% of Latinx children. Of the 744,000 Pennsylvania citizens in extreme poverty, which 
means living below half of the poverty line, 207,000 are children.18

The most recent statistics for Pennsylvania demonstrate that 12.5% of families live at or below 
the federal poverty rate. Sixty percent of families experiencing poverty in Pennsylvania are 
“working poor”, meaning there is at least one person who is employed but housing expenses 
drain financial resources and place a strain on the ability to provide food and other resources 
for children. These families may have fewer resources to provide their children with 
opportunities to participate in programming that would enable them to practice and develop 
skills while safely engaging with peers.

Many OST programs provide academic support for youth, particularly those in under-
resourced and struggling schools. As arts, sports, and other recreational activities get pushed 
out of extended education for youth in under-resourced schools (the schools that are also 
least likely to have such programs during the school day due to both budgetary constraints 
and an increased focus on academic subjects in low-performing schools), such interest-
based experiences become increasingly harder to access.19 Teens, while more independent, 
still need safe spaces to socialize with peers and to develop skills in informal learning 
environments. Families living in poverty have fewer resources to enroll their children in 
fee-based programs that offer exposure to the humanities. This is important because non-
academic, interest-based experiences serve key developmental goals in and of themselves.

Awareness of these statistics and an understanding of the gaps in a typical OST program for 
youth prompted PA Humanities to consider ways to better address the inequities in robust 
afterschool programming for low income and racial/ethnically diverse youth.
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Aurora Sanchez, TRL facilitator 
at the Blackwell Branch of the 
Free Library of Philadelphia in 
West Philadelphia, has brought 
her empathetic, youth-centered 
approach to 3 years of Teen 
Reading Lounge  - and this includes 
connecting youth to books that 
resonate with them. The books 
read at this site are exclusively 
written by People of Color, focusing 
on themes of race, power, and 
sexuality. The literature never fails 
to spark powerful discussions and 
directly appeals to the concerns of 
neighborhood kids, whose personal 
experiences run deep. “Stories  
that reflect the complexities of lived 
experience can affirm and build 
bridges of compassion,” Sanchez said.

Embracing Inclusive Book Lists
The first iteration of Teen Reading Lounge included a small book list for libraries 
that recommended books in two categories: graphic novels and comic books, 
and fantasy fiction. During our initial program development, our advisory group 
noted that these two categories were highly popular among youth engaging in the 
library - and as evidenced by the popularity of The Hunger Games and Divergent 
series. However, it didn’t take long for PA Humanities to receive feedback that 
most of the characters in these books were White and the perspectives in some 
of the books on our list were homogenous. What about other experiences and 
identities? Was there room to expand perspectives included in the TRL book list?

With research support, more diverse books were identified and passed on to 
our libraries. Resources like We Need Diverse Books20 and In the Margins21 were 
added to program training. With this addition, there was no longer a set list of 
pre-selected books. Youth and leaders at TRL sites were encouraged to select 
titles that appealed to the youth at their individual sites. PA Humanities worked 
with sites to go beyond the mainstream and find diverse authors who write 
stories that focus on contemporary experiences and include racially/ethnically 
diverse characters. Advocating for stories and exploring an array of identities 
and experiences aligned with program goals to engage youth with different racial, 
gender, and ethnic identities as well as different types of readers. 

TRL does not measure or focus on reading improvement, but the program 
evaluation does include questions about reading. An expert interview with Dr. 
Susan Groenke, a literacy specialist, suggests a focus on the joy of reading can 
be an effective method for reading improvement.22 The selection of books and 
approaches to reading are both important considerations for engaging youth  
in reading.23 ,24 Twenty percent of youth reported reading at least one book after 
the program ended for the 2018-2019 program cycle.25
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Youth Directed

A notable drop in participation in out-of-school time programs 
occurs when youth transition from middle school to high 
school. Programs for elementary and middle school students 
are, by design, often adult directed, but studies suggest adult-
driven programming with minimal insight from youth is not 
attractive to adolescents.26 Adolescents are in the process of 
transitioning to adulthood, and they are interested in trying 
out adult-type responsibility and decision making. Teens are 
interested in attending programs that provide opportunity 
to make meaningful contributions and where their interests 
and voice are recognized. Programs designed collaboratively 
between adults and teens are likely to have better retention 
and outcomes for young people. TRL is designed to be a 
developmentally appropriate program that integrates the 
humanities through reading, discussion, and action.  
PA Humanities uses Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation as  
a guide to increase site coordinators’ and facilitators’ 
confidence and skills for facilitating a youth-led program. 

Hart’s Ladder of Youth Participation is an eight-rung ladder 
that defines youth involvement in programming strategies.  
It clarifies the levels of engagement, beginning with non-
participation and culminating in the highest forms of 
engagement, such as co-development and partnership. 
Engagement ranges from rung one, manipulation, to rung 
eight, shared decision making between youth and adults. 
Empowerment and co-development are the primary goals of 
meaningful engagement.27 Many youth programs are at rung 
one or two, manipulation or tokenism. Higher rungs are more 
attractive to young people. The current model of TRL  
is designed to be a youth-driven program, with a goal of all 
programs reaching rungs 6 to 8. 

Asset-Based

Asset-based programming assumes all young people have 
traits, strengths, and life experiences that should be brought  
to bear. Asset-based programming draws on pre-existing 
assets, seeking to increase the number of assets a young person 
has and to build strengths that serve as resources for navigating 
development and increasing positive life outcomes. Assets 
are a combination of strengths and environmental resources 
that are related to developmental processes, experiences, and 
relationships. Teen Reading Lounge recognizes that youth who 
participate in the program have had different life experiences 
that result in youth developing varied strengths. For example, 
some youth may be charismatic public speakers and others 
may be great planners. Because we are youth-driven, program 
staff work to identify the strengths of TRL participants and to 
integrate opportunities for all young people to contribute to  
the program, acknowledging their skills and strengths  
as assets.

Inclusive and Culturally Relevant

Culturally relevant teaching holds high expectations for all 
learners, assists learners with the development of cultural 
competence, and guides students to develop a critical 
cultural consciousness. Programs that use culturally relevant 
teaching strategies, such as inclusive curriculum, and provide 
professional development to increase staff competencies are 
essential for recruitment and retention. Culturally relevant 
teaching is youth centered and integrates youths’ background 
knowledge and prior home and community experiences into 
the curriculum.28 The current model of TRL has been designed 
to be developmentally appropriate and be culturally inclusive 
to foster character and the healthy development of teens as 
they transition into adults.29 In our work with TRL we have 
labored to develop a framework to structure an inclusive 
environment for all youth through our program development 
guide and through the professional development and coaching 
that we provide to program coordinators and facilitators. 
Sites are encouraged to identify facilitators who are from the 
communities being served.

Elements of Effective Youth Programming
Research helped PA Humanities focus on the elements of effective youth 
programming that were specifically important to our organization and the 
Teen Reading Lounge program. We strive to highlight these elements, all 
of which support positive youth development, in the training and support 
we offer site staff.



19PA Humanities Teen Reading Lounge: Insights from 10 Years of Participatory Research and Evaluation

Rung 8 – Youth-initiated shared decisions with adults: Youth-led 
activities, in which decision making is shared between youth and adults 
working as equal partners.

Rung 7 – Youth-initiated and direct: Youth-led activities  
with little input from adults.

Rung 6 – Adult-initiated shared decisions with youth: Adult-led 
activities, in which decision making is shared with youth.

Rung 5 – Consulted and informed: Adult-led activities, in which 
youth are consulted and informed about how their input will be used 
and the outcomes of adult decisions.

Rung 4 – Assigned, but informed: Adult-led activities, in which 
youth understand purpose, decision-making process, and have  
a role.

Rung 3 – Tokensim: Adult-led activites, in which youth may  
be consulted with minimal opportunities for feedback.

Rung 2 – Decoration: Adult-led activites, in which youth 
understand purpose, but have no input in how they are planned.

Rung 1 – Manipulation: Adult-led activities, in which youth  
do as directed without understanding of the purpose for  
the activities.

Adapted from Hart, R (1992). Children’s Participation from Tokenism to Citizenship.  
Florence: UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, as cited in www.freechild.org/ladder.htm 

Roger Hart’s Ladder of Participation
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Integrating Civic Engagement
In addition to aligning TRL with positive youth development, research has revealed that civic 
engagement could be a draw for youth of color and might deepen their learning outcomes. 
For example, Black and Latinx youth tend to be more involved in programs if they have 
opportunities to address issues of personal importance in their communities.30 Inclusion 
of civic engagement projects and topics generated by book discussion were also a standout 
in an expert interview with Dr. Barbara Ferman, Director of the University Community 
Collaborative (UCC).31 UCC offers a menu of civic engagement initiatives that center the voice 
and experience of urban youth. Her recommendations included recruiting and training 
youth who were program alumni to serve as facilitators. PA Humanities prioritized civic 
engagement because it allows for the exploration of the humanities and researchers have 
documented the positive impact of community engagement on youth of color.32, 33 

In 2017-18, PA Humanities integrated civic engagement into the TRL model and host sites 
were asked to develop civic engagement projects with youth during the program year. Using 
a modified version of the Five Stages of Social Action (Adams-Bass, 2016), sites used book 
discussions as a springboard to identify topics and issues that were of interest to youth. 
Facilitated discussion helped youth think critically about these ideas and make connections 
to their lives and their communities. As a result, many sites design unique community 
projects to address local needs. Evaluation results indicated improvement in youth’s ability 
to express empathy towards others, communicate with others, express themselves, and solve 
problems. These are skills youth have an opportunity to practice during book discussions  
and when developing and participating in civic engagement projects.
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After young people at Erie County Public Library’s Teen Reading Lounge read  
Monica Hesse’s young adult novel “The War Outside,” their book discussion turned 
toward need and access to resources in their own community. They used the story, 
about German and Japanese families being held as prisoners of war at a Texas 
internment camp in the 1940s, to think about life in Erie and how those facing 
housing insecurity survive in the harsh northwestern PA winters. 

That conversation led to the teens creating “blessing bags” filled with essentials 
for the city’s homeless population. The teens publicized their project at the library, 
received donations from the community and filled the bags with socks, hats, gloves, 
and toiletries. They also made nonperishable food bags with water, granola bars, 
nuts, and beef jerky and delivered everything to the Upper Room of Erie, an area 
homeless services agency.

“ Our discussions about The War Outside showed me that 
even the smallest bit of kindness can go a long way,  

I wanted to be able to give that kindness.”
          — Teen Reading Lounge regular Clara Tupitza
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Teen Responses TRL Program  
2017-2018 Participant Demographic 
Summary

CATEGORY  PERCENTAGES

Grade

9th-12th  Grade 55% (132)

6th-8th  Grade 36% (86)

5th or lower 9% (21)

 
Gender

Female 73% (174)

Male 26% (62)

Other 1% (3)

 
Race/Ethnicity

White 50% (120)

African-American 31% (75)

Hispanic-Latino/a 8% (19)

More than one race  
or ethnicity 8% (18)

Asian 2% (5)

American Indian/ 
Alaskan Native 1% (2)

 
School Type

Public School 72% (172)

Public Charter 12% (28)

Cyber School .03% (7)

Private School .06% (15)

Home School .07% (17)

Developing an Intentional Application Process
With a newfound commitment to intentionally engaging youth of color and 
youth from lower-resourced communities, PA Humanities revamped how we 
recruited and supported participating libraries. We worked with the Office of 
Commonwealth Libraries, who knew their libraries and communities well, to 
identify libraries in lower-income areas and who were working with youth of 
color or had an interest in engaging that audience. The application was updated 
to include questions about experience working with diverse youth, and sites were 
asked to identify diverse youth in their communities. A cross-sectional team of 
stakeholders was recruited to review applications, including those from veteran 
sites who had previously hosted TRL. Site visits to libraries were conducted to 
better understand their interest and needs in engaging and maintaining BIPOC 
youth participation in the program. Understanding the support that library  
staff needed was crucial to begin to develop resources that addressed topics  
of program recruitment and responsive and reflective program design.  
This was the first time PA Humanities offered capacity-building training  
and a community of practice for grantees. 

Based on site conversations and additional research led by Dr. Adams-Bass, the 
TRL program guide was updated with strategies for working with diverse youth 
and the suggested booklist expanded genres and author diversity. The program 
requirements became flexible to accommodate scheduling conflicts experienced 
by youth who were the target audience. For example, attendance guidelines 
accommodated and welcomed drop-in participants.

Compared to participant data before these changes were made, this intentionality 
resulted in more racially/ethnically diverse programs as well as larger numbers 
of youth participating from lower-resourced communities over the next two 
program cycles (2015-2017). A total of 241 teens attended at least one TRL session 
in 2015-16, and 216 youth participated across 16 sites in 9 counties in 2016-17. 
Evaluation data available from 2017-2018 continued to build on this momentum. 
Eight library sites and four OST sites hosted Teen Reading Lounge during the 
2017-18 program cycle. The average percentage of low-income families across sites 
was 56%, with a range of 27.5 to 99.8%. Overall, 242 individuals participated in the 
program at some point during the 2017-18 program year.

Our focus on low-income youth and racially/ethnically diverse youth and program 
evaluation are ongoing as we continue to support programs interested in serving 
these communities well. Our emphasis on the humanities as an important 
conduit for skills development is reflected in our findings. Our team is currently 
investigating better mechanisms for capturing the value of integrating humanities 
into youth programming on civic engagement and 21st-century skills. Covid-19 
exacerbated many of the inequities in education, formal and informal, that 
low-income and BIPOC youth experience.34 PA Humanities remains committed 
to supporting diverse youth and working with organizations who address DEI 
through their youth-serving programming.



23PA Humanities Teen Reading Lounge: Insights from 10 Years of Participatory Research and Evaluation



24

Providing Targeted Professional Development 
Providing an evidence-based program model and sufficient funding to 
support implementation is vital for organizations focused on youth and youth 
development. However, to be truly impactful, we needed to go one step further 
and provide quality professional development and peer support opportunities  
for site staff working with young people. 

Through feedback and evaluations, we learned that site staff value professional 
development and peer-to-peer learning. As a result, PA Humanities worked to 
improve and increase our offerings. We heard loud and clear that staff requires 
a variety of support options. In the early days, training requests focused on 
creating the program, using the humanities with youth, and recruitment. As our 
focus shifted to prioritizing audiences like youth of color and youth from lower-
resourced communities, partners identified their need to build skills around 
cultural competency, facilitating discussions about race, gender identity, income, 
and other complex issues.

Aside from the pilot programs, PA Humanities always offered an orientation at 
the beginning of the program year for sites. This full-day, in-person meeting 
was designed to bring youth-serving professionals together, train them on how 
to implement the model at their site, give them creative ideas for humanities 
programming, and cultivate a network of peer learning. 

To continue to support our sites throughout the program year, PA Humanities 
implemented regular community of practice calls. Monthly we brought together 
sites working with TRL and youth to bring topics of interest to the group and 
discuss. This served to strengthen peer-to-peer learning, helped PA Humanities 
identify trends, and better focused 1-to-1 support calls with sites. 
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Through collaboration with librarians and traditional OST providers to deliver TRL, 
we learned staff receive baseline training for working with youth and that they have 
limited opportunities for continuous in-depth professional development that would 
provide skills development and a chance to practice youth-centered programming. 
The prior training they receive may or may not include explicit reference to 
theories of positive youth development and seldom include a human development 
framework for understanding adolescents. PA Humanities integrated training into 
the TRL grant by providing fiscal resources for staff to attend in-person training - 
often a barrier for resource-strapped nonprofits.

In more recent years, PA Humanities engaged with Dr. Adams-Bass to ground 
trainings in positive youth development research so that sites understood the 
connection. In addition, we brought on Dr. Fatima Hafiz of Transformative 
Education Associates to train sites on healing-centered facilitation of challenging 
topics - a growing need as youth express a desire to talk about subjects such as 
racism, sexism, gender identity, and social justice. There is also a professional 
development series for providers to support their work with a more diverse group of 
young people participating in TRL across the state that includes low-income, foster, 
home-schooled, LGBTQ+, immigrant, Black, Latinx, and Asian-American youth. 
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The Future of Teen Reading Lounge
In 2010, Teen Reading Lounge started out as a book club for avid readers who 
were regular visitors to the library. It has evolved into an impactful positive youth 
development program that can serve all youth - particularly those most at risk for 
being excluded. As researchers demonstrate the importance of social emotional 
learning skills (SEL) on the well-being of children and youth in K-12 classrooms, 
this research is being applied to OST programming. Books and conversation 
can be a catalyst for discovering the humanities and developing SEL skills 
among teens. As TRL grows and evolves, we see a powerful connection between 
the relationships that exist between SEL skills and the humanities - and the 
competencies being fostered by the program.  

Early in 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic necessitated a sharp pivot to online 
programming for TRL participants and unfounded challenges for youth 
professionals. The digital divide was a prominent aspect of inequity that 
resurfaced as a result of the pandemic. Considerable efforts were redirected 
to supporting frontline staff through additional professional development that 
focused on centering equity, low-tech/no-tech programming, and sustaining 
caring relationships. The monthly community of practice meetings have been 
a vital space for brainstorming, sharing, and adapting together, in addition to 
one-to-one check-in calls to support sites and learn about a re-envisioned TRL. 
Professional development remains a place for future growth and development. 

Our most recent round of evaluation data affirms the need to continue training 
and to work closely supporting site staff to ensure that youth are likely to have 
a welcoming participatory experience. This is particularly important because 
of the growing number f racially and ethnically diverse youth engaging in the 
program as well as the long-term effects of Covid-19 on family structures, access 
to education, and access to opportunities. 
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Income distinctions, race/ethnicity, religion, gender, and sexuality are all identities that 
impact the day-to-day encounters of young people. For some youth, intersecting identities, 
such as being a girl and being Black, increase their vulnerability. Caring adults need to be 
more aware of the social inequities youth experience and take time to provide programming 
that is culturally congruent and youth driven.35 

Helping site staff and leadership to affirm and be responsive to young people’s identities and 
lived experience can help youth have a positive experience with the humanities. While we 
have done considerable training with direct program staff in this area, we know that without 
support from their leadership and larger system, transforming the way youth-serving spaces 
see and engage young people in the humanities is not truly sustainable. For this reason, we 
are excited to move into a strategic inquiry process and program development project in 
order to imagine with our partners and stakeholders what it would take to grow and support 
TRL and the best practices we have developed over these ten years at scale.

PA Humanities’ method of program development, one that centers continuous and 
participatory learning and evaluation, means staff will always be uncovering new knowledge 
about positive youth development, their communities, and the young people who live in 
them. Teen Reading Lounge demonstrates how a constant dialogue about the experience 
can result in a more authentic program that serves diverse populations while still achieving 
consistent goals. This program methodology has continuously resulted in teens from 
different backgrounds benefiting from a youth-driven experience that encourages positive 
growth in their social and academic skills. Teens are able to explore who they are and learn to 
appreciate the identity of others as they share experiences through collaborative discussions 
and activities. Providing opportunities for them to direct these types of activities allows teens 
to mature in their understanding of themselves, their peers, and the world around them.  
The program’s constant evaluation and open-mindedness produces the dynamic nature of 
TRL, which provides the opportunity for meaningful growth in both youth participants  
and frontline staff. 
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1  Center diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

Evaluation data showed us that Teen Reading Lounge was most 
impactful to Black and Brown youth and youth from economically 
disadvantaged communities. Our 2017 program audit revealed 
that we had some work to do to make the program more culturally 
responsive to these audiences, which resulted in PA Humanities 
explicitly expressing a commitment to diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. The early days of Teen Reading Lounge included a 
booklist by mostly white authors - and we saw strong participation 
from white youth in suburban libraries. In more recent years, we 
advocated for stories of and by more people of color and provided 
strategies for working with BIPOC youth. We also spoke with site 
staff about equitable program practices such as flexible attendance 
policies and reading requirements. As program sites built their 
culturally-responsive muscle and learned to engage youth from 
a variety of backgrounds, each successive cycle of TRL became 
more diverse. All youth could come to TRL to explore their identity 
- an outcome we found to be important for them - and could see 
themselves reflected in the program content. Serving diverse youth 
takes a commitment to building a foundation of programming, 
resources and partnerships with organizations that are also 
committed to meeting the needs of all youth, but particularly 
BIPOC youth. Consistent evaluation of TRL and a focus on topical 
research helped us make improvements and align our efforts with 
the needs of youth throughout Pennsylvania while introducing 
them to the treasures of the humanities. Additionally, lower 
income families, whether residing in urban, rural, or suburban 
communities, are often isolated and have limited resources to 
participate in fee-based programs that offer opportunities to 
engage in humanities-based non-school activities. 

2   The humanities support positive  
youth development.

Central to our work with youth is exposure to the humanities. As 
youth begin to develop who they are and who they want to be, the 
humanities invite young people to make meaning of the events that 
make up our collective existence and how they impact modern life 
and inform the future. The depth and breadth of the humanities 
allow for discovery of subject areas that are relevant to our lives 

and invite us to think more deeply about our own identities and 
experiences - and how they impact the way we think and live in 
the world. In fact, contemporary research suggests reading young 
adult fiction books is positively related to integrity, perceived 
moral agency, and increased awareness of moral self by way of 
empathy. These are important character development assets.36 
The learning and development processes supported by the study 
of the humanities can be invaluable for youth discovering who they 
are and who they want to be. By engaging young people in learning 
opportunities that support the development of critical thinking, 
empathy, and communication skills, we are preparing youth to be 
strong, thoughtful, and resilient adults.

3   Organizational leadership should  
be supportive of youth programming. 

An inclusive and equitable youth program puts young people in the 
driver’s seat,  and for many this may be a different approach to how 
we’re typically trained to develop programming. A collaborative, 
unscripted approach with young people as co-creators of program 
content can stimulate anxiety among frontline staff and skepticism 
among organizational leaders who are used to traditional 
approaches to learning and programming. Although opportunities 
for decision making, program ownership, and informal time 
with peers are embedded into Teen Reading Lounge, some sites 
may not know how to optimize these opportunities and may be 
uncomfortable with how messy this process can look.  Internal 
support from library branch managers, executive boards, and 
school administrators to involve youth in development of their 
own learning opportunities can help alleviate this anxiety and give 
site staff permission to experiment with youth-driven and more 
collaborative approaches. 

4   Ask for and seek out professional 
development opportunities.

OST programs require an investment in the professional 
development of the adults who work with children to build layered 
programming that provides a menu of participation options, not 
just academically focused, that are accessible to children and 
youth.37 Frontline youth development professionals rarely receive 
in-depth professional development training. Training that focuses 

for Youth-Serving Organizations
seven takeaways
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on BIPOC youth is even more limited. Professional development 
with OST professionals should reference an expanded “best 
practice” list that includes establishing trust, empowering 
youth, setting clear expectations, group activities, nurturing 
“challenges,” opportunities for genuine self- expression, flexible 
attendance policies, and cultural-based projects/activities. For 
urban youth who are often racially/ethnically diverse (i.e., Black, 
Latinx, immigrant, LGBTQIA+, labeled at-risk, and silenced about 
issues that directly impact their lives), programs that integrate the 
extended list of best practices have the ability to serve all youth 
well. 

5  Provide opportunities for youth to act. 

Civic engagement provides a platform for youth to better 
understand and address root issues in society (e.g., high 
housing costs can contribute to homelessness). Including 
civic engagement opportunities, particularly for older 
youth of color, can be a game-changer for young people. 
Communities with a higher density of populations that have 
been historically disadvantaged tend to have youth who 
are interested in civic engagement. Civic engagement is 
correlated with social justice and has been demonstrated to 
improve academic performance for Latinx and Black youth38 
- among the populations TRL is increasingly serving. 

Because Teen Reading Lounge invites youth to identify, read about, 
and discuss issues important to them, the program can be used 
as a springboard for exploration of inequity and social disparities 
that youth want to talk about and/or have experienced. As a result, 
youth can act in ways that make sense for their group, showing that 
there isn’t just one type of civic engagement (voting) and that they 
have power to spark change in their communities. 

6  Prioritize program evaluation.

PA Humanities’ continuous programmatic transformation was 
aided by an explicit focus on evaluation, staying in tune with 
relevant research, and prioritizing candid conversation with youth 
and providers about their experiences with Teen Reading Lounge.  
As organizations begin to offer programs that are culturally 
relevant, facilitating an assessment and program evaluation is 
essential for determining the effectiveness of the program and 

for identifying strengths of the program. An evaluation answers 
the question: are we doing what we set out to do? Program 
evaluation offers opportunities for improvement, validation of 
program efforts, and the possibility of attracting additional funding 
and support. Public and private funders require programmatic 
evaluation beyond anecdotal highlights. The ability to demonstrate 
the impact of your efforts toward program improvement and the 
program’s strengths are important for the work you do with youth. 

7   Communicate to funders what youth actually 
need for a quality afterschool experience. 

Evaluation can often favor the funders’ needs over the program 
end-user, meaning that there is a disconnect between what is 
needed to ensure a quality experience and what is needed to prove 
return on investment. Working with racially and ethnically diverse 
populations that have been marginalized and disenfranchised 
requires developing trust. Building trust takes time and, 
according to PYD research, can help young people grow socially, 
intellectually, and emotionally.  Meeting these needs requires a 
strong relationship between the organization and youth. Funders 
sometimes overlook the importance of trust building as part 
of successful program delivery. Programs for youth of color or 
youth from economically disadvantaged communities are often 
encouraged by funders to serve a larger number of youth with 
fewer resources. Although quality programming is often associated 
with smaller adult-to-youth ratios, funders of programs for youth 
considered at-risk/high risk, low income, or racially/ethnically 
diverse youth often require higher numbers of youth to be served 
with smaller amounts of funding per young person and less staff. 
Educating philanthropic partners and stakeholders and building 
partnerships that prioritize trust building as a part of program 
delivery is a necessity for increasing the availability of teen 
programs that align with scholarly research and PYD  
best practices.
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This brief is a result of a series of conversations and thoughtful reflection with PA Humanities 
program officers, TRL site coordinators, and the evaluation team about the evolution of the 
Teen Reading Lounge (TRL).  The dialogue revolved around what we are learning about teens, 
how youth are benefiting from exposure to the humanities, and what PA Humanities learned 
about the organization’s youth-focused efforts. Neither this brief nor those conversations 
would be possible without a team of evaluators at Allegheny Intermediate Unit (AIU): Yolanda 
Yugar, Johanna Innamorato, Leslie McConnell, and Falon Weidman created and refined 
assessment tools and strategies to capture the experience of youth and adults who have 
participated. All TRL data included in this brief is taken from the AIU program evaluation 
reports. A special thanks to members of the PA Humanities program and communications 
teams who edited drafts of this brief and provided valuable feedback. 

PA Humanities has also worked closely with Dr. Valerie Adams-Bass, Assistant Professor of 
Youth and Social Innovation at the University of Virginia’s School of Education and Human 
Development, for five years to ground TRL in relevant youth development research. Valerie 
also wrote this brief and helped us through numerous drafts. 

Fatima Hafiz, CEO of Transformative Education Associates, helped develop more human-
centered workshops and communities of practice for adults working with youth, reminding 
us that the work doesn’t start with the program; it starts with people.  

Finally, this program would not be possible without the trusting leadership from 
Pennsylvania’s Office of Commonwealth Libraries (OCL). Not only has OCL funded Teen 
Reading Lounge for its entire lifespan, but their staff worked alongside us every step of 
the way, helping PA Humanities stay informed of the needs of our public libraries. We are 
indebted to all of these partners for guiding us through the learning process and giving us the 
courage to make the adjustments necessary to make TRL an inclusive and equitable program.

Teen Reading Lounge and this report are made possible by Library Services and Technology 
Act (LSTA) funds from the U.S. Institute of Museum and Library Services administered 
by the Office of Commonwealth Libraries, Department of Education, Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania, and Governor Tom Wolf. The views, findings, conclusions, or 
recommendations expressed in this report do not necessarily represent those of the U.S. 
Institute of Museum and Library Services or the Department of Education, Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania. Additional support is provided by the National Endowment for the 
Humanities, generous individuals, foundations, and corporations.
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