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Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR) is a strategy that engages young people as
researchers who partner with adults to conduct a critical inquiry into subjects salient
to their experiences (Caraballo et al., 2017). Between 2020 and 2024, the John W.
Gardner Center for Youth and Their Communities supported six cohorts of youth
researchers, including high school juniors and seniors and college students, to engage
in qualitative research studies. Their findings and recommendations offer actionable
insights for educational institutions, community based organizations, and funders that
strive to improve the wellbeing of youth and their communities. This brief summarizes
common themes that emerged across these six studies. Additional details, including
specific findings and recommendations, are provided in the research memos produced
by each YPAR cohort.
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YPAR is traditionally valued for its developmental benefits for those who serve as youth researchers,
such as enhancing leadership and critical thinking skills, but it also has the potential to improve data
systems and contribute to organizational development. YPAR can yield valuable findings and
recommendations that organizations can use to improve programs, engage donors and other
stakeholders, and inform strategic deployment of resources. The potential of YPAR thus extends
beyond benefits to youth researchers, particularly when the findings are used by organizations in the
design and implementation of programs that influence youth. The power of YPAR as a tool to inform
and improve organizations and systems hinges upon understanding its ability to produce insightful
and actionable knowledge, as well as ensuring that the findings and recommendations are accessible

to those who can use them to inform programs and policies (Gray & Ren, 2024).

In an effort to amplify the knowledge generated by youth across these six YPAR projects and inform the
broader field, this brief presents an overview of the six studies, synthesizes broad themes across their
findings and recommendations, and provides links to each cohort’s final research memo so that those

who seek to better understand youth perspectives have the opportunity to do so.

This brief is based on a review of findings and recommendations from six YPAR studies that were
supported by the Gardner Center and local organizations or school districts (“host” organizations)
between 2020 and 2024. The researchers and interviewees were in high school (two studies) and
college (four studies) in communities across California—from the San Francisco Bay Area, to the
Central Valley, to Los Angeles County. Each study investigated different questions based on the
primary goal of their host and the interests of the youth research team, but all of the studies focused
on understanding youth experience in high school and/or college—and the factors that supported or

complicated their experiences on their journeys to and through college.

Through peer interviews and reflection, the student researchers examined issues such as college
counseling and advising, family and peer support, and sense of belonging at their schools. Taken
together, a total of 50 youth researchers conducted and analyzed 285 interviews. Researchers
presented their findings to their hosts at the conclusion of each study via a live presentation and a
written memo. An overview of the research questions addressed in each YPAR study is provided in
Table 1.
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Table 1

Research questions addressed in six YPAR studies supported by the John W. Gardner Center for
Youth and Their Communities, 2020-24. Additional information about the host organizations,
youth researchers, and links to the final reports are in Appendix A.

Host

Research Questions

Kern Community
Foundation (KCF)

. How can KCF improve outreach and the application process? To what extent have KCF

scholarships been helpful?

What purpose motivates KCF scholarship recipients to pursue postsecondary education?
What challenges have students faced and what supports have they received?

How do scholarship recipients perceive themselves as students? How do they define being a
“good” student?

What makes students feel connected to their college campuses?

What would be helpful to know before starting college? Are there gaps in support during
college? How might KCF fill those gaps?

California
Community
Foundation, Los
Angeles Scholars
Investment Fund
(LASIF) / College
Attainment

—_

ook

How do expectations influence a student’s understanding of postsecondary education?
What are the greatest barriers facing students on their journeys to college?

What supports are helpful for high school students to successfully graduate and transition to
college?

What are students’ experiences with counselors and the information they provide?

What are the greatest barriers facing students on their college journeys?

How are students supported throughout college? To what extent does counseling during
college support students to move through graduation in a major of choice?

What career exploration experiences have students had? What experiences do they want?

Oakland Unified
School District
(0USD)

—_

oW

. How can high schools and/or the district improve student health and wellness?

How can high schools and/or the district increase participation in health, mental health, and
wellness programs, services, and activities?

What do students think are the barriers to academic achievement at OUSD high schools?
How do students feel about the sense of belonging, inclusivity, and equity in OUSD schools?

Foundation, Los
Angeles Scholars
Investment Fund
(LASIF) / Dual
Enroliment

Sequoia Union 1. What contributes to students’ sense of belonging at their high school?
High School 2. What contributes to students’ ability to regulate their emotions during school?
District (SUHSD) 3. In what ways can SUHSD instruction be more accessible and engaging to students?

4. To what extent did students’ middle school experience prepare them for high school?
California 1. What positive and negative messages about taking dual enrollment courses do scholars
Community receive?

What dual enrollment experiences contribute to and/or hinder students’ ability to success in
college classes during high school?

What are college students’ perceptions of the value of dual enrollment?

What do students think would be the “ideal” set of dual enroliment opportunities for high
school students?

10,000 Degrees
(10KD)

. In what ways do 10,000 Degrees students experience family support for their engagement in

college?

What are students’ perceptions about the most effective ways for 10,000 Degrees to reach
high school students?

What are the factors that influence 10,000 Degrees students’ choices and experiences related
to persisting toward completion of a certificate or degree while they are attending college?
What are the factors that influence 10,000 Degrees students’ choices and experiences related
to transferring from a two-year to a four-year college?

JOHN W. GARDNER CENTER FORYOUTH AND THEIR COMMUNITIES
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Although the studies spanned a wide range of topics related to student experiences during high school
and college, some broad themes emerged. Interestingly, all six studies spotlighted the critical role
played by school counselors and advisors, and shared insights about how to enhance the support
provided by these key staff. The studies also illuminate the challenges students can face navigating
high school and college, including those that arise during the transition between institutions. Finally,
the studies highlighted the value that youth place on support from peers and trusted adults as they
navigate these challenges, both within their own families and their broader communities. A brief

discussion of these themes follows.

High School Counseling and College Advising
Outreach and Engagement

In all six studies, interviewees identified high school counselors and college advisors as critical
support systems upon which they rely, sharing their belief that high school counselors and college
advisors are particularly well-suited to offer resources, information, and individual care to students
and their families. More specifically, the studies identified a pressing need for active engagement and
communication from high school counselors, particularly in the following areas: financial aid and

financial literacy, mental health supports, college readiness programs, and academic advising.

Further, interviewees expressed a desire for deeper communication with all stakeholders about their
education, and their desire for high school counselors to be the central point of contact for that
communication. On a related note, youth researchers suggested that outreach and engagement about
college readiness and high school programs should start earlier. For instance, researchers noted that
programs designed for high school students to prepare them for college access and success should be
made available to high school students in their first two years of high school and that high school

transition support programs and clubs should be advertised to middle school students.
Equitable Access and Cultural Competency

Researchers also uplifted interviewees’ perceptions that counseling support needs to be distributed
more frequently and more equitably. Indeed, three of the studies unearthed a perception among
interviewees that their high school counselors tend to act as “gatekeepers” who selectively form
relationships with and share critical information about financial aid, college readiness programs, and
more to “good students.” The researchers concluded that these perceptions brewed resentment and

distrust among those who do not feel they are granted the same care and attention.

JOHN W. GARDNER CENTER FORYOUTH AND THEIR COMMUNITIES
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Researchers across all studies found that interviewees want counselors, advisors, and other trusted
adults to act equitably, even in scenarios that did not relate to them directly. Interviewees expressed
concern about language barriers for dual language learners, the need for open access to resources and
programs for those students, and expanded communication in languages beyond English, Spanish,
and Chinese. Researchers suggested hiring high school counselors that share languages, cultures, and
experiences with the students they serve—particularly students from low-income backgrounds and
first-generation students—in order to build trusting relationships.

Counselor and Advisor Capacity

The findings also illuminated tension between interviewees' desire for increased support and
attention from counselors and advisors, and their understanding that counseling and advising teams
are often underfunded, understaffed, and overwhelmed. While interviewees wished that counselors
would make time to cultivate trust-filled relationships and share more information about college
preparation, dual enrollment, and mental health resources, they displayed an understanding of the
time and capacity issues related to meeting these demands. A common thread among the research
findings was the perception that counselors lack capacity to address those topics sufficiently because
their time is largely spent on course scheduling and other academic tasks they must cover in

one-on-one student meetings.

Solutions posed to solve counselor and advisor capacity issues featured increased use of technology
as well as peer and alumni support. The researchers further suggested that counselors and advisors
could increase their use of social media, flyers, emails, and individualized websites to share
information and resources with their students more effectively. In addition, researchers suggested that
high schools and colleges should hire and rely upon peer counselors to supplement the support
provided by adult counselors and advisors. This particular solution achieves another recommendation

posed by researchers: valuing and leaning on youth voice and engagement.

The Unique Challenge of Transitions

Two of the studies unearthed common issues that plague students—particularly marginalized and
first-generation students—in adapting to new educational environments as they transition from high
school to college and from two-year colleges to four-year colleges. The researchers categorized the
challenges as: financial burdens; imposter syndrome and other mental health issues; academic rigor

and intense workloads; and issues related to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Researchers also shared the supports that interviewees valued and those that had been important to

them as they navigated these challenges: family and peer emotional support and guidance; long-term

JOHN W. GARDNER CENTER FORYOUTH AND THEIR COMMUNITIES
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and individualized relationships with trusted adult figures like guidance counselors, nonprofit
employees, coaches, and teachers; information related to financial resources and aid; and access to

internships and other career exploration opportunities.
Family Support

The majority of the studies emphasized the importance of emotional support from families—including
aunts, uncles, cousins, and others—and peers for students pursuing personal growth and
development like going to college; persisting in college despite hardships; counteracting feelings that
they don't belong or are unwelcome; and pursuing dual enrollment courses. Many first-generation
college students shared that their families were able to provide critical emotional and financial
support, but they often lack the lived experiences and educational information to inform students
about what to expect in college. In order to sustain and further family support for college
going—especially when parents have not attended college and may be concerned about their children
venturing into a new environment—interviewees noted that community-based organizations can play

an important part by engaging, educating, and forging relationships with parents and families.
Collaboration and Community

Researchers highlighted a belief among interviewees that there is not sufficient collaboration among
adult stakeholders involved in their education. For example, researchers shared interviewees’
perceptions that counselors are unprepared to share resources with students because they lack
knowledge about college-related topics, including dual enrollment opportunities, ways to apply for
financial aid, and more. One of the solutions youth researchers propose to address this issue—as well
as other issues surrounding relationship- and trust-building practices—is strengthening relationships

and dialogues between counselors and local colleges.

Researchers placed a strong emphasis on community as a protective factor against feelings of
isolation, imposter syndrome, and mental health challenges, as well as a method for ensuring
communication and engagement of necessary stakeholders in the transition from high school to
college. Many of the student recommendations revolved around bolstering the ecosystem connecting
different stakeholders (counselors, students, families, nonprofits, colleges, etc.) with each other to

improve communication and learning among groups.

Students face dozens of critical decisions throughout their high school and college education

journeys. Across multiple stages of this process, youth researchers unearthed observations about
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existing support systems and areas for improvement. Interviewees most prominently desired
culturally- and technologically-adept communication, collaboration, and engagement from a variety
of adult stakeholders to support their success navigating higher education. Their findings suggest that
these strategies are particularly critical to support students who do not have direct access to family

members with personal experience navigating and completing both high school and college.

Further, these action research projects offer nuanced insights that can add value to academic
literature. For example, while the literature may highlight the importance of relationships with caring
adults, YPAR researchers offer actionable examples of how adults can promote such relationships, like
teachers sharing their personal stories or simply opening their classroom doors during lunch to offer
safe spaces for conversations beyond course content. Similarly, while academic research may discuss
the theoretical value of advisors and mentors who share similar backgrounds as their students, YPAR
researchers highlighted the specific opportunity of building alumni networks at their colleges to create

connections among students from their home communities.

While some findings and recommendations addressed issues at the program or practice level, some

called explicit attention to the systemic nature of these issues. As one research team noted:

Our findings highlight that barriers are not tied to individual deficits but rather are the
result of a system that is failing first-generation students. It is not that first-generation

college students are not ready for college. It is that colleges are not ready for them.

The collective wisdom of the YPAR researchers who powered these six studies demonstrates an acute
awareness of the systemic and social factors impacting their world, as well as a desire to ignite change.
Further, these studies offer an important path toward research validity by including youth not just as

research subjects but as "meaning makers" who can ensure proper interpretation of youth data.

These studies were fueled by the curiosity and leadership of youth researchers; the insights and
wisdom of student interviewees; and the commitment and openness of organizational leaders to
listen and learn from young people. This combined energy and enthusiasm—from those closest to the
issues and experiences in secondary and postsecondary spaces—should not be taken for granted.
Rather, if embraced by adult allies, the findings and recommendations developed by these 50
researchers have the power to result in action—action that can positively impact youth and their

communities.
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Overview of YPAR Studies Reviewed

Note: The terms “fellowship” and “internship” are used interchangeably in the following descriptions.

Host: Kern Community Foundation https://www.kernfoundation.org/

Researchers / Research Participants: Students who at the time of research were rising sophomores
through seniors in college and had received a need-based scholarship from Kern Community

Foundation for two or more years.

Full report: The John W. Gardner Action Research Fellowship with Kern Community Foundation
Overview & Memo (2020)

The first Youth Action Research Fellowship launched in the summer of 2020 in partnership with the
Kern Community Foundation (KCF). KCF is a philanthropic organization that connects
donors—including individuals, families, and businesses—to community members and organizations.
KCF also provides college scholarships. The KCF research fellows ranged from college sophomores to
recent college graduates; all six fellows and 36 interviewee participants were KCF scholarship
recipients. Seventy-two percent of the interviewees were the first in their family to attend college,

reflecting the broader KCF scholarship recipient pool.

Host: California Community Foundation’s Los Angeles Scholars Investment Fund (LASIF)

Researchers [ Research Participants: Students who at the time were in college or had recently

graduated and were (or had been) supported by a college access or success program funded by LASIF

Full report: Community Scholars: Our Stories, Our Solutions. A Memo Prepared by LASIF Action
Research Fellows Exploring the Experiences of College Students from Los Angeles County (2021)

In the spring of 2021, the Gardner Center partnered with Los Angeles Scholars Investment Fund (LASIF)
within the California Community Foundation (CCF) to conduct a Youth Action Research Fellowship and
center youth voice as part of LASIF's 10-year anniversary. LASIF's mission is to support
underrepresented Los Angeles County students in obtaining a postsecondary credential or degree,

bolster economic mobility, and create brighter futures for students and families. The 10 LASIF fellows
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interviewed 56 students—who were attending or had attended college and had participated in LASIF

programming—to explore the experiences of college students from Los Angeles County.

Host: Oakland Unified School District (OUSD)

Researchers [/ Research Participants: High school juniors and seniors attending traditional and

continuation high schools in OUSD

Full report: Student Voices: Reaching for Wellness. A Student-Led Exploration of Oakland Unified High
School Students’ Experiences (2022)

The Gardner Center partnered with Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) in the spring of 2022.
0USD’s Community Schools & Student Services (CSSS) Department pursued this fellowship to
examine Oakland students’ experiences with health and wellness so the district could develop better
programs to support students. The 10 OUSD fellows attended Oakland High School (a traditional high
school) or Rudsdale High School (a continuation high school). They interviewed a total of 52 currently
enrolled students within OUSD.

Host: Sequoia Union High School District (SUHSD), through the Stanford Redwood City Sequoia
School Mental Health Collaborative

Researchers / Research Participants: High school juniors and seniors attending traditional and

continuation high schools in SUHSD

Full report: Uncovering the Student Experience: Insights from Sequoia Union High School District
(2023)

A long-time partner of the Gardner Center, the Sequoia Union High School District (SUHSD) engaged in
a Youth Action Research Fellowship in the spring of 2023 to investigate how students experience
belonging, emotional regulation, and support within SUHSD schools. The eight SUHSD fellows
attended a traditional or continuation high school within SUHSD, and they conducted 43 total

interviews with other SUHSD students and each other.
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Host: California Community Foundation’s Los Angeles Scholars Investment Fund (LASIF) Broadening
the Dual Enrollment Narrative (BROADEN) Initiative

Researchers / Research Participants: Students who at the time of research were in college and had

taken at least one dual enrollment course before graduating high school

Full report: Navigating Dual Enrollment: Los Angeles Scholars Share Their Insights on What Matters
Most for Success (2023)

In the fall of 2023, CCF engaged the Gardner Center to support another Youth Action Research
Fellowship as part of LASIF’s Broadening the Dual Enrollment Narrative (BROADEN) Initiative, with the
goal of expanding equitable access to dual enrollment programs for youth in Los Angeles County. The
LASIF fellows had graduated from high school and currently attended a public four-year university or a
two-year college in Los Angeles County. Fellows conducted 58 interviews with youth who had taken

one or more college courses during high school.

Host: 10,000 Degrees

Researchers / Research Participants: Students who at the time were in community college or had
transferred from community college, and who had received support from 10,000 Degrees for a

minimum of three years

Full Report: Breaking Barriers and Building Bridges: Enhancing the Experience of 10,000 Degrees
Transfer Students (2024)

The sixth fellowship emerged in partnership with 10,000 Degrees (10KD) in the spring of 2024 to focus
on how to encourage college success. 10KD is a nationally known nonprofit that works to support
students from low-income backgrounds on their journeys to and through college. The 10KD fellows

and their 40 interviewees had received a 10KD scholarship for at least three years.
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