TEXT BY ELAINE SLAYTON

n unusual acronym, CROYA speaks for

itself—Commitcee  Representing  Our

Young Adults. It is about empowering
teens to do for themselves—to make cheir own de-
cisions, speak on their own behalf, and accomplish
their goals on their own, without hands-on help
From Pareﬂts.

This may sound frightening and risky to parents
and community members, but the following stories
speak volumes about the positive and empowering
impace CROYA has had on three decades of our
community's youth who have crossed its threshold;
youth who have been embraced by the incredibly
caring, trained, and experienced adult staff, which
has a combined 55 years working with our teens at
CROYA.

[ had the rare privilege of being the only pat-
ent invited into CROYAS inner sanctum—by the
youth themselves. In 1998, CROYA and the City
of Lake Forest commissioned me to write a book
about CROYA—its history, trials and errors, and
unique process for working with youth. It was also
meant to serve as a guide for other communities
secking to replicate CROYA's nationally recog-
nized model. The fact that CROYA teens raised the
money to fund the book project speaks for itself.
Empowering Teens: A Guide ro Developing 2 Com-
munity Based Youth Organization was published in
2000 for CROYA’s 20% anniversary.

To understand CROYA, T shadowed the orga-
nization for one full year. | went to weekly youth
meetings, elections, community-service initiatives,
weekend retreats, dances, band jams, topic nights
and other fun activities such as Jell-O Wrestling,
Yes, that’s right. Jell-O Wrestling that is safe, clean,
fun, and something the youth wanted. I've been
there, and as a parent of a LFHS freshman, trust
me—it’s really okay.

My daughter, Emma, was a toddler then (and
often in tow during CROYA events), and T had no
idea how [ would navigate the teen world when we
arrived. CROYAs staffand youth caught me insigh,
compassion, and tools for interacting with and
parenting 2 teen in today’s fast and ever-changing
world. More importantly, I know that I, and all of
our community’s teen parents, can rely upon them
to give our young adults the supporc and guidance
they need.

Here are personal interviews with four genera-
tions of CROYA youth that express the essence of
CROYA’s magic far better than [ ever could.
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CROYA Celebrates 30 Years of
Serving Our Community’s Youth

David Steck (CROYA Alum
1982)

David Steck lives with his wife,
Lydia, and their two sons here in Lake
Forest. A former 20-year CNN news
producer turned successtul corporate
communicator, David is in Corporate
Relations ar the Allstate Insurance
Company. He was profiled by Fe#B in
December 2006.

Tell me abour CROYAS inceprion.

Thirry-plus years ago, 1 recall the
excitement that was swirling around
the movie scenes that were being shot
for Robert Redford’s film Ordinary
People in Market Square, at Lake For-
est College, and on the Lake Forest
High School campus. The film lever-
aged the Lake Forest community to
tell the story of the pressures felt by
teenagers in an affluent community.
The storyline of this Academy Award-
winning film served as an additional
catalyst for city leaders who were
already armed with fresh research
pointing to the potential need for a
community organization to address
the well-being of community teens
and to ensure that the youths' con-

DAVID STECK PROUDLY USHERS 6™ GRADE SON HENRY TO
HIS FIRST CROYA PROGRAM.

cerns were being addressed. This teen-
focused approach signaled a new era
for the communicy.

How and why did you first get involved in CROYA?

The City of Lake Forest created a special youth-advisory committee to identify local youth needs.
The original core leadership of the CROYA committee consisted of just nine local community mem-
bers: seven adules and two high school students. I was one of the two pioneering teens, along with
Johnny Walker to serve on the commitree. It was a privilege to be selected and to represent fellow high
school students from Lake Forest, Lake Bluff, and Knollwood. At the time, the City looked at the
CROYA Committee as a 12-month experiment. Our regular meetings were held ar the Lake Forest
City Council Chambers,

What was your impression then, as a teenager, of CROYA?

As a teenager sitting in early CROYA meetings, we had to remain focused and optimistic despite oc-
casional setbacks. Early on, there were very successful CROYA events, including a [arge dance attended
by hundreds of the local area youth. But there were also challenges, such as a major cur to funding the
first year. The popular teen drop-in and game-room program (known as the Hot Spot) was suddenly
carceled. Complaints from the community rolled in, and a month later, the funding and Friday night
programs were reinstated.

This experience made one thing clear: The community’s youth finally had a seat at the rable. W really




ons to Come

wanted a dedicated, safe place to hang our, social-
ize together, and feel welcome, whether you were a
jor:k, musician, or bockworm.

Tell me abour the adult youth workers at
CROYA.

In the carly °80s, I recall the City of Lake For-
est and CROYA hired its very first, full-time youth
worker, I remember him as an experienced Lake
County social worker, His primary goal was to
spend time with teens wherever they gathered—
school lunchrooms, the beach, Burger King, the
Recreation Center, and beyond. He worked tire-
lessly responding to teen needs and played an im-
portant role in the very early days of CROYA. In
hindsigh, I just can't imagine the professional pres-
sure he must have felt in our community.

He was spread very thin and tasked with a mas-
sive undertaking: introducing himselfand attempt-
ing to connect and build lasting relationships with
all the youth in the area; empowering teens to cre-
ate positive social activities; providing one-on-one
counseling and organizing youth groups to learn
more about their evolving needs; and finding some
potential solutions.

How do you feel CROYA influenced your life as
a teen and as an adult?

CROYA taught me how to establish trusting re-
lationships with peers and adults. It helped me to
hone important life skills that are pivotal in my dai-
ly life and work today—creativicy, problem solving,
leadership, negotiation, partnership, goal setting,
and family values.

I’m so proud to have been on the front end of
the CROYA movement. It's really 2 model for many
communities in suburban America. I'm leoking
forward to our own children having the chance to
participate and benefit the way I did. Our commu-
nity deserves a lot of credit for having the insight to
create such an institucion for its kids. CROYA is an
incredible resource.

What has your connection been with CROYA
since you graduated from LFHS?

I've visited the CROYA Srudent Union for a
variety of music performances and communiry dis-
cussions. And my 12-year-old son will be welcomed
into CROYA’ fold during the upcoming 6" Grade
Welcome event. I know CROYA will provide him
with a valuable perspecrive with which to make
smare decisions. I:"s what CROYA is all abour.

What would you say to the community at large
abour the importance of CROVA for our teens?

CROYA’s existence roday is a credit ra the vi-

sionary leaders and to the energy and passion of

countless local residents who were faithful to the

cause carly on. Some CROYA pioncers are still
a part of Lake Forest’s fabric today: Former Lake
Forest Mayor Frank Waldeck, President Emeritus
of Lake Forest College Fugene Hotchkiss, Former
Executive Director of Parks & Recreation Fred
Jackson, City Manager Bob Kiely, and “Youth Ex-

traordinaire” Margot Martino.

John Drake (CROYA Alum 2002)

John lives in Cambridge, Massachusetrs, where
he is the Manager of Communications for Har-
monix Music Systems, creators of the Rock Band
franchise. He graduated from Harvard University
with a degree in English, planning rock conceres
and becoming heayily involved in theatre produc-
tion in his spare time. These days, he continues ro
rock with his band, The Main Drag.

How did you first get invelved in CROYA?

[was there at the second turning point, the tran-
sitional period when CROYA had outgrown its
space. | stumbled into CROYA the summer after
6 grade, participating in their annual float build-
ing for the Lake Forest and Lake Bluff parades. It
was a cool way of getting used to the re-
laxed drop-in nature of CROYA, and it
became a natural ching to go there after
school.

In high school, I was into the music
scene at CROYA, community service
projects, and I was elected Chairman
of the Youth Executive Committee my
senior year.

Qur bands played at Lake Forest
Days, Battle of the Bands, and Summer
Jam. CROYA provided one of the only
outlets for us to play on a real stage. In
helping organize these large events, 1
learned a lotabout event planning with
Todd Nahigian, High School Youth
Worker, and Joanne Yorro, CROYA
Service and Leadership Coordinator.

Talk about your experience with the
CROYA staff,

The staff is one of the most genuine
groups of people I've been privileged to
hang out with. Everything they do is for
the betterment of the teens and com-
munity. I had the capacity to be a very
serious kid if I chose to be, but I didn’t
want to grow up too fast. CROYA
helped me find meaningful ways to
spcad my time, while aﬂowmg me the

chance to grow and develep as a young

adult. [ don’t know what [ would have

done with all of my free time, and I might be a less
passionate person today.

I was really appreciative that the staff’ always
treated me like a peer—not too grown up and not
too young, There is a mutual respect that’s rare for
kids to experience. When I have the chance to see,
call, or e-mail the staff, we catch up as old friends
because we are, in fact, old friends. [ am very grate-
ful for all the time that we spent together.

How do you feel CROYA influenced your life as
a teen and as an adult?

A lot of what I've been fortunate enough to do
comes from how I was raised, and CROYA rein-
forced all of those values. CROYA helped me re-
sist peer pressure to drink, for example. Moreover,
CROYA rells kids that they can choose ta be what-
ever they want to be and to seize opportunities.
Without the foundarion of CROYA, I would feel
a lot less free to pursue what I have so far. I'm not
sure I would have gone into making music, plan-
ning parties, or working on a hit video game.

I get to fly all over the wotld ralking about mu-
sic games, which has led to some pretty cool other

JOHN DRAKE JAMS WITH JASON BATEMAN AT THE 2008

GRAMMY TALENT LOUNGE.
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stuff like meeting the living Beatles and singing at
Carnegie Hall. A major reason I've had the chance
to do any of this is because of che time [ spent with
CROYA staff.

At CROYA, the question was never if, but how
are we going to do things? When [ was at Harvard,
students wanted to have real bumper cars brought
in for an event I put on in Harvard Yard. Despite
obstacles and some people’s skepticism, I dug in and
figured out how to make that happen.

CROYA also gave me the invaluable experience
of addressing a group of my peers, which can be in-
timidating for a teen. To stand up before 80 teens
crammed into a small space—trying to control the

the organization’s influence, which people mighe
not know about.

CROYA is the force behind their kids' lives.
There is a quiet humility abour CROYA.

Whar bas your connection been with CROYA
since you graduated from high school?

I ory to keep in rouch and follow what’s going
on. I donated Rock Band to the Student Union,
and participated in their recent survey to CROYA
alumni. And if the CROYA youth are presenting to
anyone in town and need alumni suppore, I will be
there.

What is your most prominent memory of

CROYA?

AMY ELLIOTT SPEAKS WITH LFHS STUDENTS AS PART OF HER STUDENT TEACHING SEMESTER.

plete her student teaching at her alma mater, LFFS.
She graduated from Boston College with a bache-
lor’s of art in biology and human development and
is now attending gradnate school for teaching at
National-Louis University.

How did you first get involved in CROYA, and
in what activities did you participase?

As a high school sophomore, [ went to my first
CROYA meeting with swimming friends. I had fun
and met people. T was very interested in community
service at CROYA where kids didn’t have to, but
wanted to do service. | went to meetings, organized
fund-raisers, and went out to different communities
to help.

crowd, run a meeting, and keep them en-
tertained so they'd want to come back the
following week—was a challenge!

And that experience at CROYA raught
me to speak with an authentic voice. Ir
has been invaluable in college and in my
career. As a spokesperson for Harmonix,
I conduct press conferences and give pre-
sentations to groups ranging from rock
bands to CEOs to general fans of video
games. CROYA taught me to spezk to

“For every one thing CROYA
does outwardly, there are 10
quiet things that radiate from the

organization’s influence.”

During junior year, I was elected
Community Service Vice Chair on the
CROYA Youth Executive Committee.
Our many service projects included regu-
larly visiting and helping at a women
shelter in Waukegan. The fact thar we
were a part of something imporeant was a
powerful experience for us. Not anly did
we belong to it, we played a major role in

—JOHN DRAKE | &

[ was elected Chairwoman during se-

everyone with a murual respect and to
engage an audience on their terms,
What would you say to the community at large
about the importance of CROYA for our teens?
CROYA was the lens that focused my effores as
a teen. There are a lot of people in the communicy
who see the effects of CROYA, bur don’r even real-
ize that CROYA is doing these things—communicy
service, event planning, helping ac-risk teens, and so
much more. For every one thing CROYA does out-
wardly, there are 10 quier things that radiate from
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The weekend retreats. They were meaningful
experiences, and each one felt special and unique.
As an underclassman, I was able to engage with up-
perclassmen about peer issues. When the weekend
ended, I returned to daily high school life witch the
knowledge that I had senior peers who shared my
experiences.

Amy Elliott (CROYA Alum 2005)
Amy recently returned to Lake Forest o com-

nior year, a really important experience
in my life. I ran meetings and learned patienee as a
leader. These are the same skills [ need as a teacher,
and don’t think T would have discovered my incer-
est in teaching at college, or be as prepared to be a
teacher, if T hadn'’t had those experiences.
Talk about your experience with the CROYA
staff.
[spent a lot of my free rime with the staff just to
be with them, to have their guidance. They helped
me with teen issues—especially social and peer






