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AS YOUTH-SERVING ORGANIZATIONS AND SCHOOLS 
SHIFTED SERVICE MODELS IN SPRING 2020 DUE TO 
COVID-19, A PERSISTENT CHALLENGE EMERGED IN 
REACHING AND ENGAGING SOME YOUTH. 
Some estimates show one-third of high school students are 
not regularly participating in online learning and there may 
be even greater levels of disconnection for young children 
(Goldstein et al. , 2020). For some youth, the challenge is a 
matter of accessing technology. Across California, 20 percent 
of students—nearly 1.2 million—cannot access the internet at 
home (Johnson, 2020). For other youth, family responsibilities, 
lack of motivation, feelings of overwhelm or anxiety, or recent 
trauma may be at play. Younger children may be in transitional 
care with grandparents or another caregiver while parents 
work and some families are grappling with unstable housing 
or homelessness (Sawchuk & Samuels, 2020). 

This brief, prepared by Policy Studies Associates (PSA) for 
the San Francisco Department of Children, Youth and Their 
Families (DCYF), is intended to guide youth program staff in 
developing strategies to engage the young people most at 
risk of becoming disconnected due to COVID-19 disruptions 
to in-person programming.  

While the San Francisco Unified School District (SFUSD) 
has undertaken a deep and concerted effort to provide 
laptops and internet hotspots, access and subsequent issues 
related to engagement in learning persist across the city. 
These issues of access and engagement intersect with and 
amplify existing inequities in learning, especially related 
to poverty, special education, and English Learner status.  

The fundamental question facing the youth sector is: 

HOW CAN WE ENGAGE ALL YOUTH 
TO PROMOTE SAFETY, WELL-BEING, 
LEARNING, AND YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 
IN THE 2020-21 SCHOOL YEAR? 

STRATEGIES FOR ENGAGING 
DISCONNECTED YOUTH

Check-ins
• Regular calls home
• Texts and email
• Home visits
• Offer Incentives

Prioritize Mental Health & Wellness
• Assess how the family is doing
• Employ culturally responsive 

communication practices with the family
• Ask youth how they are doing
• Take precautions and follow CDC and 

local health agency guidelines
• Take care of the mental health and 

wellness of staff

Find Youth Through Other Hubs
• Seek out friends
• Connect with food distribution centers, 

homeless shelters, and other city 
departments

In-Person Programming
• Stagger youth into small groups
• Hold in-person staff office hours
• Go outside

Partner with Schools

WHO IS 
DISCONNECTED—
AND WHY

PG 2

HOW TO REACH 
DISCONNECTED 
YOUTH
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HOW TO CENTER 
HEALING IN YOUTH 
ENGAGEMENT
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https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2020/04/10/where-are-they-students-go-missing-in.html
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WHO IS DISCONNECTED—AND WHY

Identifying youth who are not engaging in programming, and unpacking barriers to their participation, is an essential 
first step in developing ef fective strategies for outreach and engagement. As programs shif t to virtual or hybrid models, 
it is natural to celebrate successes in delivering programming and interacting with young people through these new 
platforms. However, it is equally important to pay attention to who is not regularly logging in or actively engaged. Are 
there groups of youth that the organization aims to serve who are not represented in virtual programming, such as 
English learners, youth in foster care, or undocumented children? Consider: 

WHAT does being connected mean in the organizational and program context? Defining what it 
means to connect with the young people served is a key initial step. There may be dif ferent types of connection 
expected. For example, an Attendance Works framework identifies levels of connection to remote learning 
opportunities, including:

 » ACCESS: Does the program have reliable contact information for all youth? Do youth have access to devices and internet?

 » USE: Are youth logging in to remote learning platforms? 

 » ENGAGEMENT: Are youth actively engaged with programming when they are logged in? Are youth building relationships 
with staf f and/or peers?

For a youth-serving organization, being connected might also mean access to resources beyond program activities 
(e.g. , food, health services).

WHO is disconnected, or at risk of becoming disconnected? Grounded in this definition of connection, a 
next step is to identify who is disconnected from services, and the proportion of the target population which that 
represents. Consider whether individual participants, and any youth populations, are disconnected. Do all these 
disconnected youth share common characteristics or experiences, such as residing in public housing, family 
status, or age?

Continued. . .

https://www.attendanceworks.org/chronic-absence/addressing-chronic-absence/monitoring-attendance-in-distance-learning/
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WHO IS DISCONNECTED—AND WHY

. . .continued from page 2.

WHY are youth disconnected? Reach out directly to those young people and families who are not actively 
engaging with program activities to assess what factors might be limiting their engagement. Are there 
technology barriers? Are they aware of the programs and services being offered? Are they experiencing 
instability or trauma at home? Understanding the reasons for becoming disconnected allows for better tailored 
and responsive outreach strategies. For example, the program might need to help connect families to basic 
services, or implement alternative methods of communication.  

Are STAFF prepared to reach disconnected youth? 
To ef fectively engage with youth in remote services, program staf f themselves need to be equipped with the resources 
and skills to implement ef fective engagement strategies. Do program staf f have reliable technology? Do they have 
digital literacy competencies? Are they ready and prepared to deliver programs using new models and platforms?  

STAFF

We  s e n t  o u t  a  s u r v e y  t o  j u s t  c h e c k  o n 
t h e  s i t u a t i o n  a r o u n d  a c c e s s  t o  a  d e v i c e 
a n d  i n t e r n e t .  A n d  w e ' r e  b u y i n g  C h r o m e -
b o o k s  f o r  t h e  s t u d e n t s  w h o  n e e d  i t  a n d 
t r y i n g  t o  j u s t  h e l p  t h e  o t h e r  f a m i l i e s 
g e t  o n ,  m a k e  s u r e  t h e y  h a v e  a n  i n t e r n e t 
c o n n e c t i o n .  […]  We ' r e  [ f o c u s i n g ]  o n  t h e 
h i g h e s t  p r i o r i t y  s t u d e n t s  w h o  d o n ' t  h a v e 
a  d e v i c e  t h a t  t h e y  c a n  u s e  o r  [ t h e i r s  i s] 
s u p e r  o l d  a n d  s l o w.

–Breakthrough San Francisco staf f
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HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

The section below provides some ideas and examples for re-engaging disconnected youth, drawing on research, the 
experiences of DCYF-funded youth organizations in spring 2020, and promising practices from the fields of mental 
health, education, and youth development:  

Regular calls home. Some programs that shut down in-person services as a result of COVID-19 put staf f 
to work making regular calls home to check in on youth and families. For example, the Richmond District 
Neighborhood Center (RDNC) Academic Response to Intervention program has case managers call youth and 
their families regularly to check in on their wellness and connect them with resources. 

Texts and email. Schools and programs calling home have found that many home phone numbers were 
disconnected, wrong, or had full voicemail boxes. Email and texting are good alternatives for reaching youth 
and families. The 826 Valencia After-School Literacy Program has staf f send out personal texts to check in on 
older youth and uses blast texts to send newsletters with programming information. Breakthrough San Francisco 
emails parents regularly with program information to reach its younger youth. There are a variety of apps and 
tools to facilitate this outreach. For example, the Chinatown YMCA found that WeChat was an effective mobile 
application for reaching many families. Sending letters and post cards can be another alternative to reaching out 
to youth to keep them informed and stay connected.

Home visits. Success Centers San Francisco conducted home visits with youth who were not responding by 
phone or email. Within health and safety guidelines, staf f visited homes and talked with youth about engaging in 
activities. As a result, in spring 2020, Success Centers leaders estimate that they were able to reach 90 percent 
of their youth and that 60-70 percent engaged in programming. Chinatown YMCA teen program staff dropped off 
care packages to youth as another way of connecting.

Offer incentives. Some programs have tried to increase participation by offering youth incentives. Offering 
gif t cards or rewards for participation, such as invitations to special online social events might help attract some 
youth who have been reluctant to engage in remote learning.

CHECK-INS
Schools and youth organizations are implementing multiple outreach methods to reach youth and check in on 
their well-being, including calling, texting, home visits, social media, and incentives. For example: 

Continued. . .
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Assess how the family is doing. Are basic needs being met? Do family members have challenges with health, 
employment, childcare, or food access that need to be addressed? What supports can agencies offer or what 
connections can they make with partner organizations?

The Culturally Responsive Education Hub at New York University Metro Center has created a Tool for Educators 
to Listen to and Learn from Families During COVID-19 School Closures. The tool contains email or text scripts 
that can be used to reach out to families to understand their needs. The tool also provides a post-conversation 
reflection and action tool and follow-up messages and sample survey questions to send to non-responsive 
families. All sample conversation guides and survey questions are in English and Spanish. 

Employ culturally responsive communication practices with families. When reaching out to youth and 
families, staf f should employ anti-bias strategies to encourage strong communication that is inclusive, culturally 
sensitive, and increases connections and engagement with families and the community. Critical Practices 
for Anti-bias Education Family and Community Engagement from Teaching Tolerance of fers strategies that 
assume good intentions among families and youth and recognizes and respects dif ferences in family structures, 
backgrounds, and strengths that families bring. For example, use inclusive terminology (e.g., “Dear Families” 
instead of “Dear Parents”, ask for “caregiver(s) names” instead of “mother’s name” and “father’s name”) and 
recognize and include all of the central figures in the lives of each youth.

Ask youth how they are doing. When talking with youth, find out how they are feeling about school, about the 
pandemic, and other events and situations going on in their life. Determine if youth have opportunities for physical 
activity and socialization, and consider what programming might best engage them and address unmet needs. 

The Collaborate for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL) has developed this 5 Minute Chats with 
Students tool to help guide relationship-building discussions with youth. The tool provides a framework for 
structuring brief five-minute conversations that includes question prompts to draw out personal information and 
inviting feedback. Adapted examples include:

 » I know things have been unusual lately: how have you been keeping busy lately?

 » Who or what has been on your mind a lot lately?

 » What would you say is your biggest source of stress right now?

 » What do you need most from me right now?

 » What do you think our program should be doing dif ferently?

 » What is keeping you going/giving you energy/making you happy right now?

PRIORITIZE MENTAL HEALTH AND WELLNESS
Whether calling, texting, or conducting home visits, social-emotional learning (SEL)-based outreach strategies 
focused on relationship-building and well-being of staff, families, and youth can help programs be successful in 
their engagement efforts:

. . .continued from page 4.

HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

Continued. . .

https://crehub.org/remote-learning
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1e1JLqNvf_yPfOqwNNObPATrSLSRAKKVQeC7viGFTAWU/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1e1JLqNvf_yPfOqwNNObPATrSLSRAKKVQeC7viGFTAWU/edit
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/publications/critical-practices-for-antibias-education/family-and-community-engagement
https://www.tolerance.org/magazine/publications/critical-practices-for-antibias-education/family-and-community-engagement
https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/5-Minute-Chats-with-Students.pdf
https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/5-Minute-Chats-with-Students.pdf
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The Search Institute has created a checklist for Building 
Developmental Relationships During the COVID-19 Crisis that 
provides ideas for ways youth program staff can: express care, 
challenge growth, provide support, share power, and expand 
possibilities. Adapted examples from the list include:

 » Create personal videos for disconnected youth letting them know that 
they matter to you and you are thinking about them. 

 » Tell them you believe in them and that you know they will get through this 
dif ficult time.

 » If you are operating an academic-based program, let the youth know you 
expect them to keep up with the work in the program and that you will 
hold them accountable.

 » Ask the youth to set a goal they want to achieve and then periodically 
check in on their progress.

For home visits, the Health Resources and Service Administration of fers tips and strategies that can be adapted 
to youth workers:

Take precautions and follow CDC and local health agency guidelines. Make sure staf f assess their 
own signs or symptoms of respiratory infection and risks before deciding to conduct a visit. Staf f should not 
conduct a visit if they are feeling sick or are at high risk for experiencing severe illness. Staf f should assess the 
signs and symptoms of the youth and family members they interact with during visits. End the visit if a member 
of the family is sick. Maintain six feet of physical distance and remain outside if possible. Wear a cloth face 
covering and wash hands or use a hand sanitizer that contains at least 60 percent alcohol if soap and water 
are not available.   

. . .continued from page 5.

Take care of the mental health and wellness of staff.  
The additional role of caring for others during this stressful time can take its toll on the minds and bodies of youth 
program staf f. Staf f should take steps to manage their own well-being and stress to facilitate their youth outreach. 
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has published resources on coping with stress staf f members 
can review to manage their own personal needs.

The Center on Great Teachers and Leaders at American Institutes for Research has developed this Educator 
Resilience and Trauma-Informed Self-Care: Self-Assessment and Planning Tool to help educators assess their 
own self-care practices and create a plan to improve their own routines. 

STAFF

Continued. . .

HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

https://www.search-institute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Coronavirus-checklist-Search-Institute.pdf
https://www.search-institute.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Coronavirus-checklist-Search-Institute.pdf
https://mchb.hrsa.gov/Home-Visiting-Information-During-COVID-19
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/organizations/community-based.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/daily-life-coping/managing-stress-anxiety.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019-ncov%2Fprepare%2Fmanaging-stress-anxiety.html
https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Educator-Resilience-Trauma-Informed-Self-Care-Self-Assessment.pdf
https://gtlcenter.org/sites/default/files/Educator-Resilience-Trauma-Informed-Self-Care-Self-Assessment.pdf
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. . .continued from page 6.

HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

E a c h  p a r t i c i p a n t ,  e a c h  k i d ,  i s  a  w o r l d ,  a n d  t h e r e  i s  n o  o n e - s i z e - f i t s - a l l  a t  a l l .  Yo u  h a v e  t h e  k n o w l -
e d g e  a b o u t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r  p e r s o n  t o  a l l o w  y o u  t o  d e v e l o p  a  p l a n  w i t h  h i m  o r  h e r.  W i t h  s o m e ,  Z o o m 
w o r k s  g r e a t  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  o k a y  i n  t h e s e  i n t e r a c t i o n s ;  s o m e  a r e  n o t .  S o m e  d o n ’ t  e v e n  w a n t  t o 
t a l k ,  t h e y  j u s t  w a n t  t o  t e x t .  S o m e  w a n t  t o  c o m e  t o  t h e  o f f i c e  a n d  s e e  t h e  c o u n s e l o r  e v e r y  t w o  w e e k s 
b e c a u s e  t h e y  n e e d  t h a t .  A n d  s o m e  d o n ’ t  a n s w e r,  s o  w e  h a v e  t o  g o  t o  t h e i r  h o u s e s .  F o r  m e ,  t h e  k e y  i s 
t h a t  y o u  d o n ’ t  p u t  t h i s  o n  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t .  Yo u  a r e  t h e  a d u l t ,  y o u  a r e  t h e  r e s p o n s i b l e  p a r t y,  y o u  a r e 
t h e  o n e  t h a t  h a s  t o  f i n d  a  w a y  t o  g e t  t o  t h e m .  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h a t  i s  t h e  s e c r e t  s a u c e .

–Success Centers San Francisco staf f

Seek out friends. Some youth may only be in contact with their closest friends and extended family members. 
Can engaged youth be resources to connect with disengaged youth? Can staff recruit friends of disconnected 
youth to help deliver messages, care packages, or other resources? 

Connect with food distribution centers, homeless shelters, and other city departments. Youth-serving 
organizations alone may not have enough resources and infrastructure to reach youth with the greatest challenges 
and barriers to participation. Can programs send information or advertise services through other outreach hubs, 
such as food pantries and homeless shelters? Have youth programs shared their program resources and events 
through other city government channels, such as violence prevention programs, housing assistance, and mental 
health services? What other connections can organizations make to reach disconnected youth and families?

FIND YOUTH THROUGH OTHER HUBS
Traditional avenues for locating youth may prove challenging for those suffering the greatest hardships from 
COVID-19. The hardest cases may require more creative and coordinated efforts. Some examples:

Continued. . .
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Stagger youth into small groups. Community-based programs with their own space may be able to offer a 
hybrid approach of in-person and virtual programming. Dividing youth participants into small groups and rotate 
the group of students that can participate in person while the others participate virtually. The size of the groups 
will vary depending on how many students you can fit into your space while maintaining appropriate social 
distancing guidelines. School-based programs may not be able to offer this option until schools reopen and 
programs are allowed to resume.  

Hold in-person staff office hours. Some youth may just need some occasional in-person interaction to feel 
connected again. Appointment-only scheduled drop-ins can allow for small group or one-on-one interaction that 
meets social distancing guidelines.

Go outside. If in-person programming is not permitted due to space constraints or closures, consider whether it 
is possible to offer some programming outdoors, such as in local parks where everyone can remain outside and 
socially distanced. 

IN-PERSON PROGRAMMING
Despite every effort to reach out, some youth may not be receptive to engaging remotely. Opening doors to  
in-person programming for a targeted number of youth, or employing a hybrid program model taking in youth in 
small groups, may be the best strategy, if a program can partially re-open while meeting state and local health 
and safety guidelines. 

. . .continued from page 7.

HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

Continued. . .
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PARTNER WITH SCHOOLS
Continuing school, childcare and youth program closures during the COVID-19 epidemic demonstrates just how fragile 
and necessary our education, child, and youth serving agencies are to supporting a robust economic infrastructure, 
family security, and child safety. School-community partnerships are needed more than ever to ensure that all 
children and youth have equitable access to the care and development they need to thrive in the current environment.   

. . .continued from page 8 .

HOW TO REACH DISCONNECTED YOUTH

Coordinate and share resources. Schools have resources and connections that youth organizations may not, such 
as learning tools and online platforms. Conversely, youth organizations have access to community resources and deep 
family and youth relationships that schools may not. This is an advantageous time for school and afterschool to rethink 
their partnerships, when flexibility, adaptability, and coordination are paramount. For example, at the RDNC Academic 
Response to Intervention program, the case managers coordinated with school wellness counselors to collaboratively 
conduct their outreach to disconnected youth. Youth programs should work to collaborate with schools to:

 » Be involved in school-year planning, needs assessments, and staf f training

 » Coordinate services and supports for youth and families, and coordinate outreach ef forts

 » Coordinate of fering instructional time, support, tutoring, enrichment, and SEL and/or trauma- informed care for youth

 » Share data

The Afterschool Alliance has developed a blueprint for how afterschool and community programs can partner with 
schools to offer the full range of learning and developmental supports youth will need in the next school year. 

http://www.afterschoolalliance.org/documents/Blueprint-for-How-Afterschool-Programs-Community-Partners-Can-Help.pdf


HOW TO CENTER HEALING IN YOUTH ENGAGEMENT

Prioritizing the engagement of disconnected youth can help minimize widened inequities in opportunities and learning 
that may occur as a result of COVID-19 disruptions, and program engagement strategies will be most effective if they 
are healing-centered rather than deficit-focused. As defined by Dr. Shawn Ginwright, Associate Professor of Education 
and African American Studies at San Francisco State University, healing-centered engagement is an asset-based 
strategy focused on the overall well-being of youth rather than on their trauma (Ginwright, 2020). As programs work to 
reach disconnected youth, consider the following strategies for outreach and forming connections:

START by building empathy. Reaching out to disconnected youth may be a dif ficult and emotional process 
for both staf f and youth. Youth workers will need to be willing to take an emotional risk first. Youth workers can 
reach out by sharing their own stories first, thereby helping youth better express their emotions and developing 
their emotional intelligence.

ENCOURAGE young people to dream and imagine! Help youth to see beyond the current condition and 
strengthen their future goal orientation. Create activities and opportunities for young people to “play, reimagine, 
design, or envision” their future selves and who they want to be.

BUILD critical reflection and take loving action. Help youth critically reflect on the cultural and political 
context that has created the situations that are at the root of recent traumas—in doing so, youth come to realize 
that they are not to blame, helping to boost their confidence, self-esteem, and resiliency. Restore a sense of 
power and control by collectively responding with loving action to current events. Youth can create community 
action projects that address real needs (e.g., providing food, writing letters, finding ways to get more people 
connected to broadband internet).
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