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Youth as Agents of Change: Assessment of training needs of Youth Extension Paraprofessionals for effective delivery of obesity prevention programs
Introduction/Theoretical Framework

Health is a crucial factor that affects national productivity. A healthy and well-nourished population is likely to be more productive and capable of focusing its energies on the provision of goods and services which in turn contributes to the overall growth of an economy. The prevalence of obesity among children is high and it is increasing, and in spite of the recent national attention directed to prevent obesity, obesity rates have continued to rise. 
To curtail this issue, the delivery of nutrition education is key which can promote lifelong healthy eating and increased exercise behaviors. However, to meet this need, qualified trainers are needed to deliver prevention programs to youth and their parents. It has been found that youth are more prone to learn best from their peers. Cowan and Smith (2010) Adults face difficulty when allowing youth to take charge when planning for them to help with decision making efforts. If we are to raise a society of leaders, we must empower youth with opportunities that truly build their competence. 
Methodology

A mixed methods design was used to assess the training needs of program participants. Beginning in 2010, 7th to 9th graders received valuable training in communication, teaching, leadership, and core competencies linked to positive youth development. The training provided youth a network of established programs to help alleviate childhood obesity. This unique group-based, out of school time, peer-to-peer model of instruction aims at facilitating and motivating youth to voluntarily serve their communities in a variety of ways.

Forty-six students who met eligibility criteria were recruited through their schools, churches and other community organizations. Using the experiential learning model, participants were trained in essential life skills in a continuous teaching and learning environment. In addition to the weeklong ‘survivor’ training camp, other modes of content delivery were: a one-day refresher course, a series of afterschool programs, and a weeklong summer leadership camp. 
Pre and post training surveys were administered to assess training impact on a variety of constructs including, team building, physical activity, making healthy choices, and volunteerism. The surveys measured participants' skills in caring, personal values and social conscious (Lerner, 2005), based on the five C’s; critical thinking and decision making (part of the Youth Risk Behavior Survey: YRBS) and competence for civic action (tapping adolescent civic engagement, Flanagan, Syvertsen, & Stout, 2007). Participants' self-efficacy for health eating (nutrition) and physical activity behavior (based on the CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics survey instrument) were assessed as well. 
At the end of the weeklong training, 10 youth were interviewed on what was learned and how they felt about the various activities during the training program. Participants submitted a two-page written assignment responding to four open-ended questions two weeks after completion of the ‘survivor’ training camp. Follow-up surveys were mailed to all forty-six participants six months later, out of which thirty-four surveys were completed and returned. 
Results/Findings

Thirty-three percent of the participants self-reported being physically active two days or less per week. Over a third (37.5%) spent three or more hours watching television. However, sixty-two percent played video games or used computers for non-school related activities two hours or less per day. Paired t-test comparison of selected participants’ skills before and six months after training showed statistically significant improvement in caring, critical thinking, decision-making, and self-efficacy for healthy eating skills. Seventy percent improved their skills in decision-making; 61 percent in critical thinking, and 63 percent in self-efficacy for healthy eating. 
Content analysis of the two-page essay summary (n=29) showed participants’ willingness to make positive impacts on their communities. Participants want to create awareness, start after school clubs, weekend church workshops, and teach young children, peers and adults to make healthy choices. Some participants self-reported influencing their peers through leading active and healthy lifestyles.
Conclusions
Emerging themes from the post training interview and content analysis of the two-page written assignment indicated participants' willingness to:

· Create awareness about the importance of making healthy choices
· Eating healthy and being physically fit.

· Helping friends to get healthy and live longer lives.

· Learn about leadership and teaching peers about healthy living. They want to achieve this by taking the initiative to:
· Start afterschool clubs.

· Organize weekend workshops in churches.

· Become role models to their peers and making an impact in the community.

· Convince peers to start a youth exercise group.
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on profession
For youth to be effective in delivering programs, educators should empower them by
Building the youth’s sense of self-efficacy 
· Young people are eager to learn new ideas when exposed and challenged to take new initiatives.
· Youth are able to express themselves better through daily journaling, and post-it comments which provide valuable feedback to programs.

· Educators should help cultivate many opportunities for young people to teach and lead.
Adults changing their perception about youth and their leadership abilities
· Getting young people's input from the beginning of a project or initiative can make a vast difference to youth programming. Educators must endeavor to create a congenial climate where youth can find love, respect, and encouragement.
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