
DeKalb High School junior Nina Mitchell 
believes she can change the world, starting 
with her community. “Youth engagement is 
really important because we’re the future 
leaders of our community,” 
she asserts. “And the more 
people that care about the 
success of the community, 
the more successful the 
community will be.” 

Nina is the Chair of 
Youth Engaged in 
Philanthropy, or YEP 
for short, and a brief 
chat with her
makes it clear that 
she understands

 the value of what a 
youth-led committee 
does and seeks to further its mission. 

What YEP does seems simple enough on 
the surface: They distribute grants from 
an endowed fund at the DeKalb County 
Community Foundation to organizations in 
the area for programs and projects that are 
addressing youth needs. What sets them apart 
from similar organizations can be found in 
the name. Aside from a staff advisor and 
two board advisors, the meetings, decisions, 
and allocation of funds are all run by the 
members—who are all DeKalb County high 
school students.

The idea for YEP began 
in 2008 when board and 
staff of the Community 
Foundation started talking 
about ways to engage 
youth in the community. 
“They wanted to teach 
youth about philanthropy 
and grant making,” 
explains YEP Staff Advisor 
Noah Nordbrock. “The 
Community Foundation 
looked at existing youth 
advisory councils to see 
how they worked and 
formed YEP from there. 
Our first official year was
 the 2009-2010 school year. 
That first year, YEP had 24 members from six 
local high schools. This year, our tenth year, we 
have 78 members from ten schools.”

Ten years is a lot of time to create a well-
oiled machine, and YEP is no exception. 
Their schedule is planned well in advance, 
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with their meet and greet event in August, 
grant applications opening in December, and 
the strict deadline of February 1 for grant 
applications. Over the next few months, the 
members conduct site visits to interview the 
organizations applying for funding. They bring 
those findings back and present them to the 
group, which then votes in April on whether to 
fully fund, partially fund, or zero fund the YEP 
grant request. YEP recommendations are then 
presented to the full Community Foundation 
Board of Directors for final approval.

YEP’s coffers aren’t bottomless, of course, so 
sometimes they have to turn down requests 
because there simply aren’t enough funds from 
the year’s allocation to go around. Typically, 
the money that YEP distributes comes from the 
DeKalb County Youth Grantmakers Fund, an 
endowed fund created through an estate gift 
from Helen Bozivich, a retired NIU professor. 

Each year about 4.25% 
of the fund is allocated 
for grantmaking. This 
amount, combined with 
donations from the 
community, accounts 
for all of the money that 
YEP has to work with in a 
given year. This includes 
responsive grants (where 
organizations make a 
request), proactive grants 
(where YEP finds a cause 

to award a grant), and 
program costs. 

This year, the fund’s endowment gave the 
organization about $13,000 to work with. 
A generous outside donation brought that 
number to over $14,000. Currently, they’ve 
raised $1,300 extra dollars on a matching 
donation up to $2,500 for a proactive grant. 

Nina smiles when she thinks about it, saying, 
“Well it’s just amazing to be able to see how we 
impact the community. These organizations 
come back to us after we fund a program or 
project and tell us how we impacted them. 
Seeing that every year is so amazing, so 
fulfilling. I just love it.” 

She became a part of the organization as 
a freshman because her brothers had been 
a part of YEP and passed the inspiration 
on to her. The same story is true of 
Sycamore High School senior George Stice, 
a third-year member of YEP. “I started 
because my brother and sisters were in it, 
and I just thought it was such a great 
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benefit to the community. I never knew 
there were so many not-for-profits in the 
community, and it’s just cool to see how many 
want to benefit the youth. They believe in us, 
and they see the importance of volunteering 
and giving of our time to benefit others.”

Affecting positive change doesn’t just benefit 
the community, it also makes a difference 
in the lives of YEP’s members. Nina still 
remembers her first site visit as a freshman. 
“I went with my brother, and at first we 
weren’t totally convinced to recommend 
funding. But after the site visit, we felt like 
they deserved every dollar they asked for 
because of the needs they were meeting with 
the request,” she says. “But it doesn’t end 
there. We had to fight for it in the allocation 
meeting, and in the end, after tabling it for 
most of the meeting because no one could 
decide, we made a strong case for the need, 
and everyone agreed to award them the 
full $2,500. It just felt so good to help an 
organization get what they really needed.”
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year they’ve introduced proactive grants, which allow 
members to seek out youth issues in the community 
with a goal to proactively address them. George wanted 
to do something more than just support another 
community organization. “We’re working to promote 
youth volunteerism in the community,” he shares. 
“We’ve identified a problem, in that high schoolers are 
sometimes not interested or are uninformed about being 

involved in the community. We’re currently 
working on a few ideas to get middle 

schoolers involved in the community, 
so they can start to develop an

early interest.”

It should come as no surprise that 
these high school students, being 
given the gift of philanthropy, 
have their sights set on 
empowering another group to 

succeed, a group that could have a 
few more years to make a difference 

in the communities they call home.

As for George, he plans to use the 
knowledge he gained at YEP as a springboard 

to studying business in college next year. Nina is 
still a junior, but she aspires to study political science 
and government at Harvard, ultimately going on to law 
school. Noah plans to continue being the Staff Advisor 
for YEP, helping students discover the power they have 
to make positive change in their community and in 
their own lives. The future looks bright for YEP and its 
members, and with so many students getting involved 
in the organization, the future also looks bright for the 
communities of DeKalb County.
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rest of YEP had a chance to make a difference for their 
peers last year. The Sycamore High School welding 
program applied for a grant to get more welding 
stations, and the committee initially didn’t see the 
impact that this would have on youth. “We went to 
Sycamore, and they had a great presentation. It was
 just awesome. They talked about the stats, and 
how more welding stations would allow the 
welding shop to host KEC (Kishwaukee 
Education Consortium) classes here, 
which would really impact youth in 
being able to get jobs,” Nina explains. 
“We loved it, and we funded them 
when initially we weren’t sure.”

YEP is more than just grants, 
though. They have participated in 
community-focused events with 
Feed My Starving Children, the 
DeKalb County Youth Service Bureau 
Royal Children’s Ball, mobile food 
pantries, and other volunteer events. 
“We try to get members out into the 
community a few times a year,” Noah offers. 
“If we can get them volunteering alongside our 
local nonprofit organizations, they will have a better 
understanding of the needs in the community. Plus, 
it’s such a joy to serve others.”

With this year being YEP’s tenth anniversary, the 
organization wanted to implement a program that 
expanded on what they were already doing, so members 
who had been active for three or four years could 
further expand on their philanthropic training. This 
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