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Introduction

Why a Volunteer Manual
on Working with Youth?

Since the first Volunteer stepped off the airplane in Accra, Ghana, in 1961, and 
in other countries around the world since then, local youth have been watch-
ing and interacting with Peace Corps Volunteers. Local young people offer 
Volunteers opportunities to develop enriching relationships that can satisfy 
Volunteers’ aspirations to make a meaningful difference, participate in family 
life activities, and have fun.

Youth work crosses all sectors of Peace Corps projects. At various times during 
your Peace Corps experience, you will have opportunities to make a positive 
impact on the local young people. If your primary assignment is in the youth 
development area, we urge you to use this book to gather ideas for activities 
to support the goals and objectives of your Peace Corps Project Plan. If your 
primary responsibilities are in another sector, this book is for you too. Increas-
ingly, youth are being recognized as an important and worthy group to target in 
development activities. This book can help you connect your project to young 
people. 

Sustainable development must include young men and women. Helping youth 
build their knowledge and skills is an important investment in the future and 
should be part of every Volunteer’s work. Fortunately, young women and men 
are like sponges. When given the opportunity, they can absorb and retain a wealth 
of information and experiences that can strongly influence their development 
and that of their families and communities. 

This manual is intended to complement knowledge, intuition, and good inten-
tions in your encounters with youth. It can support your efforts by helping you 
make more informed and thoughtful decisions as you engage young people in 
discussions and activities. Through advice and information from Volunteers, 
staff, and experts, this manual will provide you with creative and innovative 
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ideas for activities that are founded on development principles and gathered 
from experience throughout the world. 

This manual is not only an information resource, but we hope also a source of 
encouragement and inspiration. We hope you will use it to look at your work 
through a different lens and further discover the potential of young people.

Peace Corps Experience 
Working With Youth

Recent estimates place Volunteers reaching over 225,000 in-and-out-of-school 
youth each year. The Volunteers work in all sectors: Agriculture, Education, 
Environment, Health, Business Development, and Youth Development. It is 
estimated that at least 40 percent of all Volunteers reach in-school youth while 
about 20 percent of all Volunteers reach community-based youth with informa-
tion, skills training, opportunities, and nurturing relationships. 

Many Volunteers who work in Youth Development Projects are doing life skills 
training and teaching healthy lifestyles and practices. This includes human 
immunodeficiency virus/acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV/AIDS), 
alcohol and substance abuse prevention, and health peer education. Sports 
are popular points of connection. Volunteers also help young people become 
acquainted with and prepared for the world of work. They provide literacy 
and numeracy education that extends to setting up and supporting libraries 
and reading programs. Vocational skills development has included teaching 
entrepreneurial and employability skills and, in recent years, computer train-
ing. Volunteers work to engage young women and men through community 
service, environmental action, and leadership training. They also reach out to 
out-of-school, out-of-work youth. Over the years, more orphans and vulnerable 
children, such as those with disabilities, have become beneficiaries of Peace 
Corps projects.

Volunteers in all sectors have found ways to include youth in their projects. 
Agriculture Volunteers have involved youth in hillside agriculture and fish 
culture extension projects. Business Development Volunteers have worked to 
build youth marketing skills and helped improve organizational management of 
youth organizations. Environment and Education Volunteers have created camps 
and clubs to increase natural resources awareness and build English language 
skills. Health Volunteers have engaged young men and women in peer health 
education projects.

[When] we launched our 
youth-focused project 

crossing all sectors, the 
rationale was pretty 

simple and clear. All our 
Volunteers work with 

youth in some capacity 
during their service…
and though youth here 

are often the most 
underutilized segment 

of the population…they 
are the most enthusiastic 

and open sector of our 
society…They can retain 
information, knowledge, 
and experiences which 
can…influence them as 
individuals and society 
at large. They are more 
open to new ideas and 
are much less resistant 
to changes than adults.

—APCD, TEFL 
Program Manager, 

Kazakhstan



Introduction

Peace Corps	 �

Key Lessons that 
Inform this Manual

The most effective and sustainable work with youth, their families, and com-
munities is represented in three important principles that form the underlying 
theme of working with youth:

1.	 Positive youth development
	 To help young people thrive:

•	 Surround them and their families with experiences, education, opportu-
nities, and relationships that support development.

•	 See young men and women as resources to be developed rather than 
problems to be solved.

2.	 Youth participation
	 In projects and activities that affect them: 

•	 Youth should participate at all stages of the life of a project or activ-
ity—planning, implementation, and evaluation. 

•	 Youth must receive the support and training necessary to succeed in 
contributing in ways that prepare them to be competent, caring, active, 
and responsible adults.

3.	 Asset-based community development
	 To help communities: 

•	 Recognize that people are more energized when the focus is on aspira-
tions and opportunities.

•	 Build on capacities, gifts, and strengths that are already in place.

Who are “youth” in this manual?

The descriptions and suggested activities are intended for youth between the 
ages of 10 and 20 years old. To avoid excessive use of one term, we refer to 
them as “youth,” “young people,” “young women” and “young men,” “ado-
lescents,” and sometimes “kids” and “children.” We are also aware that there 
is great country-to-country variation in the use of these terms. 

The United Nations system, in collecting demographic statistics, defines “youth” 
as those persons who are 15 to 24 years old. It is helpful to recognize that Article 
1 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child defines “children” 
as persons up to the age of 18. This was an intentional effort to protect as many 
in this age grouping as possible. 
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The practical lesson here is that all activities have to be appropriate to the age, 
sex, culture, and developmental stage of the individuals involved. Part One 
of this manual is designed to help you address this. You may need to be more 
consistent in your use of terms in your locale. For example, it may not be ap-
propriate to refer to 16 year olds as “children” in one sentence and “young 
adults” in another. 

How to Use this Book
Working With Youth can be used in a variety of ways. You may want to read it 
completely starting with Part One: Being With Youth. This section provides 
information about the young people you may encounter in your community, 
lessons the Peace Corps has learned about working with youth, information 
about youth development, and suggestions to guide your planning. 

Part Two: Tools, Techniques, and Games provides specific tools to use when 
conducting activities with young people. In Promising Activities, Volunteers 
share detailed descriptions of activities they implemented in their host com-
munities and suggestions for others who want to try them. 

Or you might prefer to pick up this manual and browse through it when you have 
a few minutes, starting with the sections that seem most relevant to your Peace 
Corps Project Plan, the needs of your community, or your own interests.

For example, if you are in an area where many youth live and work on the 
street, you may find that the section Street Children and Youth (p. 14) helps 
you understand and relate to them differently as you move around your com-
munity.

Reading Volunteer Roles (p. 25-32) will provide you with information about 
the multiple roles all adults can play in the lives of youth and help you convey 
the importance of positive role modeling to your Counterpart and other host 
country adults. 

Looking for some community entry ideas that relate to youth? Consult Creating 
Credibility, Addressing Sustainability, and Building Capacity (p. 19-24) for 
ideas about how to build relationships with young people and gather information 
about the youth environment in your area.

When you are ready to take action, be sure to consult Planning, Implementing, 
and Evaluating a Youth Activity (p. 60-76) for ways to include youth work 
in your Peace Corps Project Plan. Then look through Promising Activities (p. 
97-185) for some specific ideas to discuss with your Counterparts and Associate 
Peace Corps Director (APCD). If you are excited about an idea, but unsure if it 
would work in your community, consult I Have a Great Idea. What Should 
I Do? (p. 63).
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Do you like to start with a theoretical framework? If so, you may want to begin 
with Basing Activities on Sound Theory and Experience (p. 33).

Looking for a quick activity that will build leadership skills? In addition to 
Promising Activities, look over the Tools, Techniques, and Games section (p. 
81-111), which will give you some ideas and guidance on processes and activities 
to do with youth for assessing, planning, and managing group dynamics.

Want to do something just for fun this afternoon? See 60 Things to Do on the 
Spot for a reminder list of all that stuff you did as a kid and may have forgot-
ten about (p. 111).

However you decide to approach Working With Youth, we hope that you’ll come 
back to it often and that it will inspire you to create meaningful connections 
with the youth in your community.
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