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All Kids Are Our Kids  
Support youths through asset-building activities. 

BY ELIZABETH RALSTON 

COMMUNITY The recent school 
shootings across the 
nation have promptedVOJCES many questions. Adults 

are asking how to support youth, what they 
need to be successful, and what can be 
done to make our schools safer. 

Some parents believe installing metal 
detectorS in schools is a solution. However, 
at a recent Eastside community forum con-
vened in iesponse to the Columbine tragedy, 
someone pointed out that installing metal 
detectors will Perpetuate the image of kids as 
problems and troublemakers rather than as 
positive resources in our c0mmunity. 

This negative view of youth is changing. 
Local communities around , the nation are 
looking at new ways of supporting young 
people through positive, skill-building activ-
ities to increase their opportunities and 
potential for success. These opportunities, or 
building blocks, are called assets. The more 
assets young people have, 
the less likely they will 
engage in risky ·behaviors 
and the ·more likely · they 
will exhibit positive, thriv-
ing behaviors. 

As a result, society is 
slowly shifting from a per-
spective that focuses on 
problems and crisis man-
"bement t.:> one take; 3 
proactive approach. Chil-
dren and teens are amazing-
ly- resilient; they have the 
ability to overcome adverse 
situations. More aSsets will 
better equip them to face 
life's challenges. . 

Experts say that there 
are 40 qf these assets: 20 
. internal and 20 external. 
Internal assets are skills and 
charncteristics that young 

. peOple develop ..within 
themselves as part of their 
guiding compass. These 

their own local youth initiatives as well as 
considering ideas for · what a collaborative 
effort among the cities might look like. 

The Eastside It's About TIme for Kids 
Init iative is an effort to coordinate and link 
the involved cities and organizations with 
the resources they need to build assets in 
youths. The initiative is funded by the 
Mideast King County Community Public 
Health and Safety Nerwork and the city of 
Bellevue. The Nerwork, a stJOng advocate 
for v;"olence prevention through asset 
building, provides grants to organizations 
implementing asset-building activities. 

The initiative is working to raise public 
awareness of asset building through crain-
ing, education, and consultation. Practical 
assistance is provided to organizations 
interested in incorporating the asset model 
into their programs. For example, a school 
counselor might request information about 
how she could incorporate a strength-based 

Children and 
teens are amazing;.. 

ly resilient; they 
have the ability 

to overcome 
adverse situations. 

More assets will 
better equip them 

to face life's 
challenges. 

qualities are shaped· by external assets, which 
are experiences and opportunities provided 
by individuals and organizations within a 
community. Fo.r example, after-school cre-
ative activities and recreational programs 
provide opportunities for youth involvement 
and also help develop internal assets such as 
interpersonal competence and self-esteem. 

Several years ago, a survey was distributed 
to students in the BeUev;'e, Mercer Island, 
and Seattle school discricts. Results found 
that young people, on average, have only 
half of the 40 assets--and that only 17 per-
cent of them felt valued by their community. 

This disturbing news indicates that fami-
lies do not have the sole responsibility for 
making sure their kids grow up to be healthy, 
successful, and thriving individuals. This is 
the collective responsibility ;)f all segments 
of the community. Schools, faith communi-
ties, businesses, and organizations that se.rve 
young people have enormous potential to 

. positively influence their lives. 
.. :The c.ities of Bellevue, Mercer Island, 
. Redmond, and Kirkland are all cOmmitted to 
: building assets in their communities. Cur-

remly, these cities are exploring priorities"for 

perspective into her coun-
seling practice, Rather 
than spending time on 
what is going wrong in her 
students' lives, she could 
focus on what they do well 
and help them define goals 
for themselves. 

What are the local ini-
tiatives doing! 

111" dty f)f i< 
planning the 24-Hour 
Relay Challenge, an annu-
al community event and 
fund-raiser that brings 
young people and adults 
together to work and play 
for 24 hours: Money raised 
supports community pro-
jects that implement asset-
building activities. The 
city is also planning for a 
youth conference to he 
held in the spring of 2000. 

The city of Redmond 
has developed its own It's 

. About Tune for Kids Task Force. The task 
force includes a diverse group of people from 
faith comniunities, schools, city government, 
and youth programs. Currently, the task force 
is holding a series of planning meetings to 
identify asset-building priorities. 

The city of Mercer Island also has an It's 
About Tune for Kids Initiative. It has estab-
lished a connection with the local newspa-
per, which runs a profile of a Mercer Island 
youth once a month, and is planning a com-
munity forum in the fall to bring together 
asset builders who will share lessons learned 
and to create opportunities for collaboration. 

The city of Kirkland is opening a tem. 
porary teen center. A new one is beinl: 
built and should open in 2000. This process 
has been a true community organiling 
effort, involving teens, city officials, archi-

, tects, and youth program· 
Contact the Eastside Initi:!tive at 425-

747-4937 if you would like to get iiwolved 
in your community's asset-building efforts 
for youth .• 

Elizabeu. Ralswn is coordinator of che £l.I5(-
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