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Foreword 

We live in a world based around power. We obsess about who has it, who needs it, who wants it, and 

who’s lost it. We lose sleep over who’ll amass it, who’ll share it, who’ll eschew it, and who will usurp it. 

And everything has its value in power: money, words, strength, size, intelligence, gender, race, sexuality, 

and so forth. We all want power to some extent, at the very least power over ourselves. Perversely, 

power over ourselves is, for many people, the hardest kind to gain. 

The manual you’re about to read talks about a concept we call ‘youth engagement’. It will explain in 

detail the components that make up a meaningful model of engaging young people in an organization’s 

culture. In my experience, however, the backbone of this entire program is one simple idea: power 

should be shared.  

I came to the YSB youth engagement program when I was about 18 years old. I was used to interactions 

with adults on a daily basis that involved repeated displays of their power over me. Adults made 

decisions about what I could do, where I could go, who I should be with, and how I should act. If I raised 

a concern about a rule or demand, I was rarely listened to. I was not one of those lucky kids who had a 

teacher that looks out for them, or a special relative or adult family friend—no adult had shown an 

interest in what I wanted or needed as an individual. I was used to either following the status quo, or I 

resorted to undermining it through non-constructive means: directionless rebellion, passive aggression, 

and obtuse non-compliance. So naturally, when I was invited to interview for a youth engagement 

program, I was wholly unprepared for the paradigm shift that was about to occur. 

When I came for my interview to join the Rainbow Youth Advisory Committee (RYAC), I was surprised 

that the youth who made up the committee membership were the people asking the interview 

questions, while the adult leader stayed quietly in the background. All members seem to be taking 

notes, and when my interview was over and I was waiting on the front step for my ride, I could hear the 

timbre of voices in the office, clearly discussing as a group my candidacy. My first thought was that 

these youth must be some carefully-selected group of super-geniuses, so wise beyond their years that 

the adults were willing to accept their decision on the acceptance of new committee members. My 

second thought was that maybe it was simply that this committee was such a joke that it didn’t matter 

who was involved because it didn’t actually count for anything.  

My two hypotheses made a lot of sense, if you consider our ageist culture overall. It was natural that I 

would think that the only type of youth an adult would heed must be some sort of Mensa candidate, 

because in my experience the average ‘kid next door’ type of youth wasn’t consulted on any decision at 

all—especially not the kid next door with tattoos, piercings, and wild hair. And if they weren’t geniuses, 

it just made sense that this committee must be something without any power, because I had only ever 

seen youth used as token media-friendly figureheads, where their shiny smiles and glowing faces could 

be seen by the public while the adults made the real decisions, like the wizard of Oz behind the curtain. I 

would learn however, that the youth advisory committees were made up of fairly average youth, led by 
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passionate adult advocates who would use the power inherent in their age and positions to support 

youth in exercising their own power as youth.  

And understand that when I say ‘average’ youth, I mean that in the true sense of the word: these youth 

had experienced everything from homelessness to addictions, partner assault to STI’s, suicide attempts 

to homophobic violence. Because the lives of this generation’s youth are rarely simple, safe, and 

sheltered, and few youth could honestly say they haven’t been involved with something in the high-risk 

spectrum of experiences. The YAC program allowed youth to own those experiences, yet still be 

respected as capable, contributing people.  

I realized this committee was something special at my first official meeting. We were settling in to the 

meeting room and someone pointed out that we had not yet gathered the snacks. I and another 

member went to the snack cupboard to bring treats back for ourselves and the others. The cupboard 

was laden with all sorts of goodies: fruit roll-ups, chocolate, chips, and pop to name a few…and we were 

allowed to take as much or as little as we wanted to. I remember eating a chocolate-coated granola bar, 

then looking nervously over at our adult leader as I warily grabbed a bag of chips. No one told me not to 

spoil my dinner, not to eat so much junk food, or that I should have something healthy. Whether or not 

you think that I should indeed have eaten something healthy is beside the point; the fact was, for the 

first time perhaps ever, I found myself in a position where I was in control of what I did, how I did it, who 

I did it with, and when. It took me months to stop gorging myself on snacks at meetings; I felt like every 

bite was a fresh affirmation of my own autonomy: I can eat all this junk and no one will stop me but me! 

I’ll add, as a side note, that we worked hard in that first meeting, each youth volunteering for tasks that 

they felt competent in completing. I offered to take on several tasks, and I was in awe of the gentle way 

our adult leader only jumped in to highlight points we’d forgotten or barriers we’d underestimated. As 

the meeting progressed, I had many moments where I realized just how much the power was shared in 

this group, and over the coming weeks each interaction further solidified the message: that youth are 

valuable, irreplaceable experts on being youth, and that when power is shared with them, we can do 

marvelous things. 

But really, it was the snacks that drove the message home.  

Perhaps the point of my story is that, as you read this manual, remember not to become overwhelmed 

with the depth and breadth of it all. When youth are used to hearing a constant droning litany of ‘no, 

no, no,’ even a small ‘yes’ will be cherished, celebrated, and noticed. Your agency’s structure may vary in 

intrinsic ways from ours—mandate, funding, government regulation—that will not allow for a carbon 

copy of our program to be implemented. That’s okay. But remember that with time and hard work, I 

would wager that at least half of the barriers to youth engagement that you now face can be alleviated 

through a willingness to question, challenge, and change. We often become mired in the idea that, 

because things have always been done a certain way, they must continue to be done that way. But even 

mandates and regulations can be modified, and should be modified, if it benefits the clientele. This is 

your chance to be a trailblazer, to incite change, and to breathe new life into your programs. And the 

best part of all: if you follow the engagement philosophy, the youth will do the work with you.  
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The youth advisory committee was the first place in my life where I was told all that I could do, instead 

of what I couldn’t. It was the first time I felt like someone believed in me, believed that I had value and 

skills—not for who I might someday be ‘when I grew up’, but for who I was right then. That my journey 

of aging was an education in itself. That I was a capable, intelligent person, able to do great things—and 

most importantly, that I’d found a place that would let me do those great things! 

Read. Take breaks when your head is too full. Challenge yourself gently when you come to a point that 

seems overwhelming or makes you nervous. Now is the time to take the first step. And I suspect you will 

find yourself just as engaged with this concept as the youth themselves will be. 

 

Jordan Kent 
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Chapter 1: Daring to Imagine 

Youth engagement is an ambitious idea, a 

valuable means of empowering youth to 

change their lives. It gives tangible benefits 

to everyone involved in the process, 

especially in the context of working in youth 

services. Any discussion of youth 

engagement needs a definition to get things 

rolling, so we’ll begin the chapter by 

outlining and explaining the Youth Services 

Bureau’s youth engagement philosophy, 

along with why it’s a good thing for an 

organization to have youth engagement 

integrated into it. From there, we’ll move to 

what it can give to an organization, to staff 

using the philosophy, and to youth. 

YSB’S MODEL OF YOUTH ENGAGEMENT: 
The meaningful participation and sustained, empowered involvement of young people in activities with a 

focus outside of themselves, stressing a framework around accessibility, equality, fairness, and social 

justice for everyone.  

DOWN-TO-EARTH TRANSLATION 

Our life is frittered away by detail... simplify, simplify!—Henry David Thoreau 

 Youth engagement is getting youth involved in a way that has visible results. It’s more than just 

a project—it’s having youth interested in the type of activity they’re participating in, and it’s having 

youth consistently involved in the internal workings of those activities. Our model stresses actual, 

hands-on involvement in every stage by youth, from conception to delivery. It isn’t simply a matter of 

handing youth work and taking the results: it’s getting youth input on what’s important to them, helping 

youth structure their ideas as they feel appropriate, and sharing the burden of responsibility fairly. If 

youth speak out about a certain issue in their community, it’s an amazing opportunity to educate and 

empower them to educate others and overcome the very challenges they face. Service providers get a 

clear idea of what services are needed, and youth are able to affect change in their everyday lives 

through their dedication and imagination. Everybody wins! 

 Our approach to youth engagement has focused on applying what we’re talking about here 

directly to an education and advocacy program. Youth aren’t given tasks; rather, they’re encouraged to 

participate in discussing, educating, giving feedback, and in many other ways contributing to 
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“accessibility, equality, fairness, and social justice for everyone.” We support youth in learning about 

and getting involved in those issues that they prioritize. Being members of the communities they’re 

trying to help, youth have relevant lived experience around community needs. They provide an 

invaluable resource to an organization, and they benefit from participating as well. Youth, like any group 

of people, have valuable contributions they can make—when they’re given the chance, and when they 

have a way to make those contributions 

WHAT YOUTH CAN GIVE 

PERSPECTIVE 
Information is not knowledge—Albert Einstein 

 Agencies need a way to gauge the needs of the communities they serve; staying relevant means 

knowing what services they should be providing, and who is looking for those services. A provider’s 

focus changes the training its front-line workers get, the clients those workers are exposed to, the 

experiences those workers need to work with or around, and a host of other facets of an agency’s 

operations. 

 It’s important remember that, as much as we might read, as we might research, there’s no 

substitute for real, down-to-earth experience. 

Given that’s the case, the best experience of 

youth comes—from youth! Not only that, the 

best experiences workers can have with youth 

are just that, with them. Thus, youth can give 

valuable perspectives and insights; youth 

engagement offers a framework by which 

youth, being equal partners, are able to give 

that feedback in a proactive, constructive 

manner at any time, not just when a needs 

assessment or focus group is held. More than 

that though, youth in our model are given the 

opportunity to address the shortfalls and 

remedy the issues in their communities that they’ve identified. 

FRESH IDEAS 
 

New ideas pass through three periods: 1) It can't be done. 2) It probably can be done, but it's not worth 

doing. 3) I knew it was a good idea all along! 

—Arthur C. Clarke 
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 Youth have ideas that are different from their parents, their teachers, and their predecessors. 

Despite being characterized stereotypically as lazy or unmotivated, youth have amazing ideas and are 

willing to share them; likewise, youth given the chance to speak freely, listened to, and offered the 

chance to address the concerns 

they bring up with a hands-on, 

supported approach will likely 

seize the opportunity. Take 

the time to educate youth 

around the ways an 

organization works—the 

funding, the process for 

getting approval, proposal 

processes, all of those 

bureaucratic details. It’s 

important that youth 

understand, so that they can 

take their ideas and have a 

framework to implement them.  

 When the time is taken to explain complexities, anybody can understand given enough time. 

Likewise, anyone dropped into the middle of a new situation with no helping hand to guide them is 

going to be at a loss for how to make sense of things. So, agency supporters involved in youth 

engagement need to take the time to go over the process with youth. As the saying goes, teach 

someone to fish and they’ll eat for a lifetime. 

 When youth understand the workings of an agency, they’re much more able to contribute and 

act on their ideas: the benefits of this are immense. From an ideology of ‘we have no money for new 

things in the budget,’ the principle can become ‘what do we need to do to keep doing what we’re doing, 

and do this new thing too?’ The ideas themselves are often innovative and something that hadn’t 

crossed workers’ minds. An event youth ran in August 2008 titled ‘Genderama,’ for example, involved 

painting papier-mâché penises and vulvas various colours and patterns as part of educating about 

gender minorities. Painting penises tends not to occur to workers very often as a means to educate 

youth, but the event was a great success—and thanks to the ingenuity of the youth who had conceived 

it and the ability of staff to work with them, the costs were minimal. 

 In terms of combining perspective and fresh ideas, the approach needed to use these resources 

can actually give workers the chance to create a dynamic, changing set of programs that adapt as new 

youth enter the engagement framework while the older youth age out or leave for different pursuits. 

This kind of approach has the double benefit of having the programs that came before—and the 

resources, materials, and experience gained from them— available as a reference, while having the 

ability to conceive of new programs around emerging needs in various at-risk youth communities. 

Clearly, this is a valuable resource.  
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ENERGY 

Energy and persistence conquer all things.—Benjamin Franklin 

 It’s clear that the most energized people are the ones who care about what they’re doing. Work 

that has real meaning, environments that are adaptable, and the idea that everyone has a real, 

significant contribution to make are all vital for youth to feel engaged—and engaged youth are 

energized youth. Work that is interesting, and that youth perceive as important (in part because they 

helped prioritize it and understand its place in a larger goal) stimulates putting lots of energy into an 

activity, into considering it, and coming up with the kinds of insights and solutions that are gold to a 

service provider. 

Youth are often 

willing to look 

beyond 

boundaries and 

invest the time 

and effort 

necessary to 

resolve the 

problems that 

others might 

spend energy 

avoiding.  

 Plus, youth who are trained are able to channel their energies through the organization’s 

framework, understanding the goals they’re working toward while at the same time seeking new 

innovations and ideas with verve. Knowing the process, they’re also willing to consult with workers who 

they know are open to those new ideas and are able and willing to give constructive feedback, being just 

as interested in the long-term goals everyone at an agency is working toward. Energy is working for 

hours on a project because a person, youth or staff, understands why it needs to get done. It’s a by-

product of taking on responsibility, rather than having it placed upon one’s shoulders.  

 

What Youth Have to Gain 

EDUCATION AND EXPERIENCE 

A MAN WHO CARRIES A CAT BY THE TAIL LEARNS SOMETHING HE CAN LEARN IN NO OTHER WAY.  --MARK TWAIN 

 The education and first-hand experience youth get in an organization are tangible benefits to 

them. Youth who understand social service frameworks, who learn to navigate process and bureaucracy 

in social services and become involved on a scale that allows them to use those aspects of the 

organization that workers themselves use in their work, learn and experience things whose challenge 
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and repercussions very few people outside of the field can appreciate. For youth interested in pursuing 

social service work, the work experience alone is almost priceless—as for any work, one needs 

experience to get more experience.  

 Taking on responsibility of their own free will and gaining professional skills around deadlines, 

public speaking, and professional writing—all intrinsic parts of creating a youth engagement program—

gives youth the skills to get ahead in different jobs, or simply to apply those skills within their non-

professional lives. There’s no substitute for real life skills, and youth engagement allows youth not just 

to learn skills, but to hone them in a challenging environment where their energy and innovation have a 

chance to really make a difference. 

A LITTLE CASH 

Money isn't the most important thing in life, but it's reasonably close to oxygen on the ‘gotta have it’ 

scale 

--Zig Ziglar 

 Young people who do work for an organization, who devote their time, energy, intellect, and 

effort, deserve recognition for their contributions. Obviously, there are limits to how far this can go—

budgets only stretch so far. That being said, they do stretch enough to allow an organization to pay 

youth for the time they have worked in helping that organization meet its aims.  

 At YSB, we give youth 

honorariums for the time they 

have given delivering 

workshops, attending 

meetings, and otherwise 

working to represent the 

Bureau. We’ll discuss this in-

depth in a later chapter, but 

it’s worth mentioning here just 

why it’s important to pay 

youth: it’s simply fair. 

 At the end of the day, youth also have bills to pay. Depending on their situation, it may be a 

matter of eating or not for several days based on a small amount of money.  Youth devote their time to 

improve an organization’s work, and do their best to make a difference in much the same way workers 

do, sometimes using the same methods! So, with all that, youth should have a chance to make a little bit 

of money as thanks for their time and effort, and they should get transit fare in order to pay them back 

for the expense of coming to meetings or workshops.  

 Another point: providing food is a very good way to show appreciation for youth, and for the 

difficulties they may find themselves in. At-risk youth might not have access to healthy food, or food at 
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all, depending on the hardships in their daily lives. Snacks don’t cost millions, but they can sure make 

youth feel appreciated—especially when it’s the only food they have access to. 

RESISTANCE 

If there is no struggle, there is no progress.—Frederick Douglass 

 Youth engagement is a radical idea. In many ways, the bias against youth, the infantilizing of 

adolescence, and the dismissal as impulsiveness of young people’s energy and ideas have all conspired 

to make working with youth a goal to work toward, rather than something that comes naturally. But as 

mentioned before, youth have as much right to participate in their futures and the future of their 

communities as any other members.  

 It’s truly important to work with youth, to persevere against detractors, to reject bias and 

prejudice—and even being service providers, prejudice exists against clients. It’s hard enough to 

surrender the control involved in ‘working for the best interests’ of the client, but it’s not enough. 

Working with youth means acknowledging their contributions and being respectful in a way that 

emphasizes partnership and cooperation, rather than instruction or competition. 

 There are certainly challenges getting youth engaged, especially in systems where there might 

be other roadblocks to sharing power, whether institutional (supportive housing), logistical (juvenile 

detention), or otherwise, or where staff may be unable or unwilling to see the benefits, or to give the 

philosophy a try to see where it goes.  

 Championing youth engagement can be a struggle because service providers often see youth as 

clients, and try not to get involved to avoid burnout or impropriety—but the ideas involved in youth 

engagement require entirely the reverse. They require involving youth in decisions, listening to and 

working on their proposals, implementing their ideas, and supporting their ideas and approaches. They 

require caring about the voice and the influence of youth in their own lives, because they will be doing 

so for as long as they live. 

 Finally, youth engagement takes imagination: it necessitates interactions that are 

unconventional,  and that are sometimes challenging. It can take argument, persuasion, compromise 

and realism partnered with ideals and the strength to persevere in them. Most of all, it takes having the 

daring to imagine a world where youth are equal partners with equal voice, equal rights, and equal 

strength, where age is not a barrier, and credibility is not connected to age. Daring to imagine a viable, 

constructive working partnership between youth and adults is just a start to youth engagement, but it’s 

a very good start. 
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Chapter 2—From Reasons to Ways 

  

We’ve examined why youth engagement is a good idea; that it’s radical, that it offers agencies and 

youth alike something to gain from the experience, and that it keeps youth service providers up to date 

on the needs and perspectives of the communities they serve. But youth engagement doesn’t pop out 

of nowhere.  It’s not sitting in an office thinking thoughts of engaged youth. It’s time-consuming, often 

meeting resistance from conventional thinkers around staffing and the client-provider approach to 

youth, and has a set of expenses right at the outset. This chapter gives a broad outline of how to get 

started introducing youth engagement into an agency. Keep in mind, no two structures work the same 

way—everything in here has to be tailored to fit your particular place of work. Put another way, this 

overview is written on paper, not in stone. 

THINK ABOUT IT! 

Thought is only a flash between two long nights, but this flash is everything. 

--Henri Poincaré 

 Thinking about youth engagement, and understanding its benefits and why it’s effective in 

giving an agency what it needs is a vital part of applying the youth engagement philosophy. When 

challenges come to the fore, knowing why it’s worth it to persevere, to keep trying, and to keep 

investing in the process keeps a developing youth engagement framework on track.   

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/26255.html
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 The first step in realizing any idea is getting many people thinking and talking about it. Many of 

the challenges around developing youth engagement 

can come from people not being sure what it means, 

and jumping to conclusions, so educating staff 

around the ideas discussed in Chapter 1 and how 

they can help an agency (and looking at what is and 

isn’t youth engagement) can make all the difference.  

 There are plenty of misconceptions and 

misunderstandings around what “engaging” youth 

entails. It doesn’t involve anything unreasonable, 

even if how it reorients the youth-staff relationship is 

revolutionary.  

 Boiled down, it means working with youth towards ends they identify as priorities for their 

community, because youth, as any community, have an inherent right to self-determination for their 

community goals. This idea, viewing youth not just as an age group but as a community, can be 

complicated by other community forces: sexualities, genders, ethnicities, activities, a host of others. 

What it comes down to, however, is that because youth must live their lives within their communities, 

they have a right to participate actively in how those communities develop. Just as any other true 

community, youth are multifaceted, not homogeneous. Youth voice is like a choir, not like a single 

speaker. 

 These ideas need to be discussed before they can get off the ground and anything concrete can 

happen. Staff meetings are a great place to bring concepts to the table and discuss them: it’s an open 

forum setting, but one where all the key players—management, front-line, directors, etc.—are able to 

come, ask, discuss, and leave with some new ideas. 

 It’s always worth getting management on board, and getting them on board early, and excited 

about the idea, is a great way to speed things along. What we’ve done at YSB is create a specific steering 

committee, meeting at least once a month, incorporating all the particular programs, and attended by 

the Associate Executive Director. We have a chance to organize efforts around the entire Bureau 

regarding youth engagement and integrating it. That committee, the result of a previous process, has at 

the writing of this chapter been able to organize and clarify agency-wide ideas around youth 

engagement in the space of four months, and to start the ball rolling on concrete work—staff training, 

event planning, and evaluation guidelines. The active support of management made this possible, along 

with excitement about youth engagement. 

 Finally, as part of the discussion process for youth engagement, it’s important to have youth 

involved. At YSB, our Community Services department has a Youth Engagement Program devoted to 

addressing issues of social justice and advocating for at-risk youth. That program is the source of the 

youth for the Youth Engagement Steering Committee, and we’ll discuss it a little bit later in the chapter. 

For now, it’s enough to say that the program, around for over a decade, has had the chance to polish its 
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process and get involved in initiatives representing the Bureau—visibly enough that it caught the 

attention of the Board of Directors and management, and raised their interest in the concept as an 

agency-wide philosophy, rather than as a single program. As much as management is needed for active 

youth engagement to work, youth are even more important. Youth, and what they have to offer, are 

really what youth engagement is all about. 

 

WALKING THE TALK 

Deeds, not words shall speak me.—John Fletcher 

 So far what this chapter has talked about is talking. Talking, thinking, planning, considering, 

revising, and explaining are all vital components of the process. Eventually though, the planning has to 

get somewhere. For YSB, the ‘somewhere’ that’s given us great results has been our Youth Engagement 

Program (YEP). This section will go over the basic needs to start a program, and a few ideas that have 

worked for us in creating a viable, ongoing youth engagement structure. 

 A basic youth engagement program consists of Youth Advisory Committees, mandated with 

different issues relevant to the 

particular communities they 

work in. Urban areas tend to 

have committees devoted to 

issues around Substance Abuse, 

Safer Sexuality, or Queer Youth, 

just as examples. Every particular 

region or area has its own 

specific concerns for youth—but 

the key is for youth to determine 

the areas of focus for themselves, and to work on developing strategies to educate and act against the 

challenges they see within their communities. 

 The basic process by which youth can identify their YAC’s purpose is through a needs 

assessment.  How this is done determines at what point in the process the YAC gets a specific mandate. 

This part of the process (usually the first or the last step in creating a YAC) is covered in more detail in 

Chapter 3. Suffice it to say that either a YAC can be created with its own mandate, or the YAC itself can 

determine its mandate by performing its needs assessments rather than relying on previous information 

around youth communities. 
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 Assuming there’s a mandate, the next step is funding. Funding covers youth honorariums, 

program supplies, snacks, transportation, staff salaries for time spent on youth engagement. As much as 

YACs involve a lot of volunteered time from youth, stable financial support is essential to keep an 

effective youth engagement program up and running in a healthy, positive way. Getting dependable 

funding can take time: at YSB, the recent creation of a YAC, between applying for funding and having the 

YAC form, took 6 months. In 

general however, the funding for 

our youth engagement program 

comes from a variety of sources 

around our Community Services 

department. When the Program 

gets funding, it’s usually project-

based, centering around a 

particular initiative that one YAC 

or another is undertaking. 

 Now that the question of 

funding has been settled 

(assuming budget approval), 

questions of office space come up. Computers, internet access, and work areas—not huge, but enough 

to ensure a comfortable work environment—are absolutely vital to the success of a program. The work 

YAC youth do can and will reflect on the agency for which they’re working: that means it needs to look 

professional, which in turn means youth need the tools to do good work. They need to be able to 

research, to write, to design, and to organize in an environment that shows them respect for the work 

they do. That means a work environment, though a highly unconventional and casual one. Respect 

doesn’t mean control. Respect means giving youth credit for what they contribute, and supporting them 

in continuing what they’re doing both for the agency and for their communities. 

 Any YAC working in a community will be interested in attending conferences on its subject, 

whether to contribute or to learn. Some will be conferences geared around youth involvement; others 

will be conferences aimed at a professional audience. Conferences can be expensive, so it’s good to 

remember a few key points: it is possible to get financial assistance from conference organizers, it is 

possible to get grants to fund conferences, and it is possible to run workshops or attend them at 

minimal costs. The first point is a godsend, as it allows YAC youth to attend conferences and network 

with a variety of persons and resources, making valuable contacts for the agency. Moreover, 

conferences give youth the chance to research their areas of expertise and interact with professionals 

and peers alike. The point about grants refers to running conferences, but is a good one nonetheless; if 

nothing else, money allocated to a youth engagement program can be used to send a few youth to 

conferences, though it’s a good use of time to get sponsored by the conference. Finally, a workshop run 

on agency property, or in a rented hall, is reasonably inexpensive, and can allow for the benefits of a 

large conference at a considerably smaller cost than attendance and travel expenses would incur. 
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 Youth engagement, it should be evident, requires trust as a key foundation. The agency must be 

able to trust the youth to participate in the tasks they set for themselves and to meet their goals as set 

by the program. At the same time, youth 

must be able to rely on the agency for 

support when it has been promised. A 

youth engagement program without 

trust is a very short-lived one. Youth 

must be dependable and deliver the 

results they promise; the agency 

must be consistent in its support 

once it has committed to that 

support. At the end of it, each side of 

the proverbial table has to be able to 

trust the other side to negotiate and 

act in good faith, nothing less. 

TAKING CHANCES 

Great deeds are often wrought at great risks—Herodotus 

 None of what we’re talking about is without risks. To start, it can be risky to come out with new 

ideas like youth engagement in an environment where they may not have been heard before, or where 

a “power-with” approach may encounter barriers (youth justice contexts, for example). The key is to 

dance the line at innovation, between the older “power-over” method and the complete youth 

engagement method. Rome wasn’t built in a day, and youth engagement won’t be either. While baby 

steps can often be frustrating, especially for people excited about an idea and able to see its benefits, 

those steps are vital in getting all the parts of an agency on board. When baby steps yield good results, 

more steps forward can be taken, and eventually the credibility of youth engagement as a means to 

success takes off. When that happens, you can see about pushing for further commitments.  

 At the same time, it’s important to keep moving forward and avoid complacency. You may not 

be able to create a conference-going, workshop-delivering YAC within the space of a month or a year, 

but going the extra mile supporting the youth engagement program, working to get grants for it, and 

developing the expertise of the YACs can go a long way to getting an agency nod to running a basic 

workshop. When that succeeds, a forum for youth. When that goes well, a forum for youth and staff. 

The process continues forward as long as supporters are willing to stand with the youth, and to support 

them by taking a stand for them, against destructive criticism—either on financial grounds (“It costs too 

much”), or through the “power-over” approach (“They’re just kids”). In the end, supporters of youth 

engagement have to understand its principle of empowerment as a right that youth advocate for. That 

can mean making hard choices and taking a few risks—the first workshop run by youth, the first 

conference out of town, the first anything is a chance for youth to screw up—but more importantly, it’s 

a chance for them to prove themselves to the agency, to their peers, and to professionals they work 

with to solve the problems they have identified. That’s worth taking a risk for. 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/24165.html
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STANDING YOUR GROUND 

Persistence and determination alone are omnipotent—Calvin Coolidge. 

This process I’ve described has been smooth and reasonably uninterrupted. The real thing isn’t 

so, necessarily. Sometimes a youth engagement program is fortunate enough to begin in a supportive 

environment; other times, it isn’t, or it runs into problems from other parts of an agency, or from other 

agencies that it works with or is seeking to work with. Difficulties and hurdles are a fact of life, especially 

for a new idea like this. The simple fact is that perseverance is vital. The program needs to recognize, as 

does the agency behind it, what it has to offer, what it’s already contributed, and the fact that it has 

more to contribute if given the opportunity. As a supporter of youth engagement, a person needs to 

stand 100% behind the philosophy and its application to ensure that youth concerns are met. When an 

agency is exclusively youth-serving, that’s easy to stand for.  

When an agency serves all ages, it’s important to recognize that youth are a group of people 

who are highly victimized, very at-risk, and often overlooked in policy discussions because of ageist 

viewpoints, prejudice around youth (‘all youth are’ statements), or, if youth are advocating for a certain 

community, sexism, racism or homophobia. As much as we would all like these prejudices not to exist 

within service providers, the fact is that staff are human. What needs to happen is two-fold: prejudices 

must be eliminated, and people need to be educated.  

  Regarding ageism, it should be explained that people of all ages can have good ideas and bad 

ideas, and that using age to distinguish 

good from bad doesn’t really yield 

dependable results. Next, it’s important 

to remember that youth, like any group 

of people lumped together by a common 

characteristic, are still individuals, with 

individual viewpoints, backgrounds, 

ideas, and principles. All youth are 

individuals. Anything else is simply not a 

reflection of reality. Finally, sexism, 

racism, and homophobia have to be 

identified and eliminated. Often, the 

complaint is focusing “too much” on a 

particular group. In such cases, it’s 

important to explain that the groups are being advocated for because of a need—women, ethnocultural 

minorities, and the GLBTTQ community are all at high risk of victimization. Education around this reality 

needs to involve hard facts, along with a walk through risk factors and the mandate until either they are 

convinced of the approach’s efficacy, or are unable to object further on a factual basis.  

Supporters of a youth engagement program need to stand firm against such criticism, 

remembering always that perseverance pays off, and that good, reasonable logic is much harder to fight 
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against than emotional appeals. Most of all, it’s vital for supporters of youth engagement to take a stand 

on the principle of the matter, that youth have a right to have their voices heard and to participate in 

the betterment of their own communities, just like any other group. 

POINTS FOR EFFORT 

About the only thing that comes to us without effort is old age—Gloria Pitzer 

 Even when you’re doing everything in your power, taking all the right steps, making all the right 

moves, there’s no guarantee of success. There is simply nothing sure in life, and that applies even to 

ideas like this. Sometimes there are too many barriers; other times there may not be enough youth; 

other concerns and problems and challenges can all rise up and finish a program, or prevent one from 

starting up. But there is a point nonetheless. 

 What a program can create in a short span is two-fold: it can inspire youth to better their 

communities, and it can give those who already have interest a means and education on how to do it; 

and it can create ripples in an agency. If a youth engagement program fails, looking into why can often 

yield valuable ideas for the next try around, and the one after, and the one after. Youth engagement 

may be new, but it’s not a passing fancy. As more and more agencies involve youth in their processes, 

it’s becoming clearer and clearer what youth can and do contribute to their communities, to their 

service providers, to themselves and their development as individuals.  

 Often, a failed program can plant the seed for a future program; moreover, today’s engaged 

youth may be tomorrow’s workers, managers, and directors. And they will enter those positions with an 

experience of engagement, of what it can 

provide, and of what it can offer to youth 

who would otherwise take very different 

paths. Even if a program fails the first time, 

there’s no guarantee it’ll fail the second 

time, or the third time, or any time after; 

there’s no guarantee a different approach 

will meet the same barriers; there are 

simply no guarantees in life or in youth 

engagement. What youth engagement can 

give is hope, and ideas, and a promise to 

youth that agencies are there for them, that 

workers will continue to help youth help 

themselves to a better life. That set of ideas is what youth engagement is about, and holding firm to 

those, whether a program takes off or not, most certainly counts in the long term. 

 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/1817.html
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Chapter 3--Into the Trenches 

 

So you’ve got funding, organizational support, and interested youth. You’ve got a place to meet, a series 

of ideas, and the resources for youth to work on YAC tasks. Great job! Ideas, though, don’t mean results. 

It takes effort and ingenuity to take ideas from paper to reality, and it takes a willingness to do some 

serious work getting the Youth Advisory Committee known in the community as a trained, effective, and 

engaging source of knowledge, workshops, and energy. 

For the purposes of this chapter, the majority of examples will be from YSB’s Rainbow Youth Advisory 

Committee, because it’s one of the oldest and most established committees the Bureau has, and it’s 

been active for over a decade and proven itself in a variety of activities.  Also, it has a clear mandate—

and that’s where we’ll begin this chapter.  

THE MANDATE 

What you will do matters. All you need is do it—Judy Grahn 

 In looking at youth engagement as an idea, it’s vital to remember that once youth are 

interested, there’s got to be a goal—youth engagement is great, but it needs to be practiced and applied 

to the concerns youth 

themselves indicate as 

important to their 

communities. Without a clear 

idea of where youth 

engagement takes them, youth 

are likely to lose interest in the 

idea—as would anyone, when 

there’s no direction. So with 

that in mind, and the youth on 

board, it’s time to find out 

exactly where this new YAC 

that you’ve helped to create is 

going to go.  

 Sometimes, if you’ve had discussions with the youth in advance, it’s a clear idea of where a YAC 

directs its energy. In the Rainbow YAC example, the community in need (sexual and gender minorities) 

was identified by youth, and the YAC was created specifically around that need. The members of RYAC 

are youth identifying along the GLBTTQ (Gay/Lesbian/Bi/Trans/Two-Spirit/Queer) continuum, and the 

issues are specifically around GLBTTQ advocacy and health, including mental health and some aspects of 

sexuality. That’s broad, but specific enough to give direction around where the YAC goes in its 
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community outreach.  It allows for work sharing with other communities in need (substance users, 

young women, etc.) that affect and are affected by Rainbow issues, but limits the specific YAC 

involvement to those areas relevant to the mandate.  Remember, if there’s a call from youth for action, 

you can always start another YAC; until then, each YAC needs a clear vision of the challenges it’s 

addressing, or it can get mired down in vague priorities instead of doing specific concerns. 

 The mandate needs to be clear. It needs to be concise. It’s not a novel, it’s a guideline, a few 

sentences (at most) on the community challenges a YAC will aim to tackle. It doesn’t need to be 

detailed—in fact, it’s better if the youth interpret the mandate as opportunities come up—but it does 

need to be definite. Keeping the mandate short means there are plenty of areas for discussion around 

specific opportunities for the YAC. For example, mental health conferences are not specific to the Queer 

community; however, Queer youth are more 

likely to suffer from mental health 

problems arising from stress and 

abuse, so this fits into Queer health. 

Attending conferences and 

doing outreach work in sectors 

affecting, but not exclusive to, their 

communities allows YACs to advocate 

more effectively for them. Members of 

our Rainbow YAC have attended 

mental health conferences to give 

voice to the concerns of Queer 

youth, the only voice for that community 

at many of those conferences. A YAC’s 

freedom to extend its work into areas not explicitly stated in its mandate allows it to emphasize the 

concern its community has around those issues. Any YAC, whether around sexual/gender minorities, 

substance use, women’s rights, ethnocultural rights, etc., needs to be able to use its collective 

judgement to decide where areas of concern are to be found. In the last example, flexibility around the 

mandate allowed for precisely the sort of advocacy the YAC was designed for. Hopefully, it also engaged 

the conference members into considering the specific needs of Queer youth. 

 It’s a good idea to get youth to create the mandate, and then to get staff and management 

feedback on it. As the YAC is part of the agency, it needs to be aware of agency priorities and to work in 

partnership with staff and management. Contributions from these groups can be very valuable in 

addressing the practical implications of the mandate. It’s best to have the youth present their mandate 

at this meeting so they can answer questions, address concerns, and hear staff ideas. Having the youth 

perform this task ensures they are involved and relevant to the process, and demonstrates to 

management and staff the capabilities of engaged youth. It also demonstrates the effectiveness of youth 

engagement in helping youth support their communities. But youth need support too! 
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THE TRAINING  

A key factor is to do training that is fun—Bill Toomey 

 Nothing comes without effort, and no amount 

of natural ability replaces good training. The training 

for a YAC should be two-fold: it needs to address 

youth engagement and the philosophy involved, and it 

needs to educate the youth around the basics of the 

community they’re representing. These two topic sets 

are fairly distinct, and it’s best to have separate 

training for each one; linking the two can happen in 

committee meetings the YAC has, or in practice as the 

YAC performs various tasks associated with its 

mandate.  

 The youth engagement training should 

emphasize the cooperative spirit of the philosophy, 

and the tenets of mutual respect and open-

mindedness essential to its practice. It’s important the 

youth involved understand why the YAC exists from the agency’s point of view, as well as the 

expectations the agency has of it, and what the YAC can expect from the agency. Laying all the 

cards on the table helps to establish a transparent, open dialogue between the agency and YAC 

youth. Not only that, but the early sincerity in communication is a big plus in establishing a 

relationship of mutual trust and respect. Effective youth input needs an agency keeping an 

open mind, but also needs youth who are able to investigate their communities, articulate their 

concerns to the agency in ways the agency can use, and provide feedback around overcoming 

particular community challenges. It’s not enough to point at a problem: while YACs are there to 

identify concerns, they’re also there to provide potential solutions, and to help develop and 

deliver them. 

 The other aspect of YAC training, around the mandate of the YAC, is specific to the 

particular Committee being trained. In the case of the Rainbow Youth Advisory Committee, 

training focuses on several key areas: queer history, current affairs, mental health, sexual 

health, and information around substance use rates and issues within the community. For 

specific projects, a YAC researches the topics involved to expand its knowledge and ability to 

interact with parts of the community. The Rainbow YAC has researched topics around police 

interactions, sex work, and Trans-Umbrella issues to increase its knowledge of those topics. The 

Ethnocultural Youth Advisory Committee has researched statistics around immigration policy 

and discrimination against ethno-cultural minority youth. The Harm Reduction Youth Advisory 
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committee has looked into various pilot projects around North America aimed at preserving the 

health of substance users (Safe injection sites and needle exchanges, for example). 

 The training, like the mandate, needs to have some aspect of youth involvement to it. 

Obviously a YAC can’t train 

itself in-depth the same 

way that an outside 

source can train it, but 

determining the needs for 

training should involve 

the YAC. Outside of the 

basics, the YAC is very 

capable of doing research 

on its own time around 

those issues—provided its members are trained in research skills. The volunteer portion of YAC 

time can be spent doing research for presentations or creating programming for it to deliver.  

 The example here comes from the Ethnocultural YAC at YSB; its youth were recruited 

specifically for the purpose of advocating for the needs and priorities of new immigrant and 

refugee youth in Ottawa. Its training consists of cultural sensitivity, leadership training, 

presentation and facilitation skills, and cross-cultural cooperation. Beyond that, the youth have 

their staff facilitator’s support in extending their skills in whichever directions the YAC’s 

programming takes them. They have access to the internet and to other. They conduct 

interviews, do community-based research, hold focus groups, and look into diversity issues. 

They may also branch out into areas addressed by other YACs at YSB to gain a particular 

perspective, that of newcomers to Canadian society, on those particular issues, and to find 

ways to address challenges around them to the communities for which they advocate. This 

mixed set of sources for information and research is why the youth on a YAC need to be those 

who, as one YAC facilitator coined it, “want to improve conditions for others” through their work. 

This is also why the training needs to be thorough, so youth know how to research, what to research, 

and how to use the information they get to benefit the communities they represent through their YACs. 

ADVERTISING, PROGRAMMING, AND TAKING REQUESTS 

All publicity is good, except an obituary notice—Brendan Behan 

 Having determined a mandate, and having been trained for working in that mandate, the YAC 

now needs to go out to the community and make sure it’s known. It can’t take requests for 

programming if no one knows it’s available.   YACs just starting out are starting before square one. 

The staff facilitators need to take part in increasing the YAC’s visibility by sharing information about the 

YAC across the agency. A large agency like the Youth Services Bureau provides many opportunities for 
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the YAC to work—training 

staff, delivering 

workshops to agency 

clients, etc. In turn, that 

exposes it to other 

service providers and 

gives it a chance to work 

with them. In smaller 

agencies this may not be the 

case, so staff need to use their local service provider networks or other information-sharing tools to 

inform colleagues in other organizations about the opportunity of receiving training, workshops, or 

support from the YAC. 

 The YAC’s role in this can be to create advertising materials; posters, info sheets, resource lists, 

any materials that spread the news about it. In the case of info sheets and resource lists, this is a chance 

both to increase awareness around the YAC’s particular mandate (issues, vocabulary, available service 

agencies, etc. for their community of interest) and to give them some community exposure. The YAC 

needs to be proactive in searching out opportunities. Once it’s well-established, it will get requests by 

the dozen; until then, proactively seeking opportunities, whether to deliver services, participate at 

information fairs, contribute to panel discussions and forums, or organize their own events, is the best 

way for the YAC youth to encourage the growth of their committee and the development of its 

programming.  

 As YACs have the chance to work with the community, they’ll need to develop programming—

handouts, topics, research, games, and whatever other resources and materials they decide work with 

their presentations. It’s better to let the programming evolve on the basis of need, rather than creating 

cookie-cutter workshops that may or may not be adaptable. Once a workshop is done, it can usually be 

adapted, but it’s a good idea if it’s created with a particular purpose in mind, rather than to fill a 

theoretical need that may or may not arise. To give just one example, the “Queer 101 Workshop” done 

by the Rainbow YAC has been revamped, updated, edited, and even adapted for a trans-specific version 

for several years running, simply because it was created on the basis of need, and has remained 

applicable with minor updates and changes, evolving with the YAC’s community and experience, and 

with the different and developing needs for education and topics it’s called on to cover. 

 When a YAC develops programming, it needs to be relevant, to address some challenge or issue 

in the community the YAC is looking to represent. There also needs to be demand for the initiative. This 

isn’t to say that requests have to be pouring in—though if they are, that’s a fairly good sign that there’s 

demand—but only to say that some effort should be made by YACs to see with youth in their 

communities what there’s a need for. The YAC can’t operate in a vacuum, there needs to be a consistent 

and reliable consultation process with the youth community they’re advocating for to make sure that 

what the YAC is doing is still relevant and important, or if a change in direction is called for.  
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 Whatever initiative or program a YAC undertakes needs to be deliverable. It needs to have a 

cost and a timeframe that are reasonable, and it needs to use materials and resources that can be 

available without excessive effort. It needs to be interesting; it needs to be informative and correct; it 

needs to have youth who will deliver it and it has to have an audience who will attend the event being 

planned. 

 If these three criteria are met—relevance, demand, deliverability—the youth and staff involved 

can cooperate to create a useful event plan, hopefully one that can be re-used for other similar events if 

there’s demand for them at later stages. The plan itself should include breakdowns of costs, the logistics 

of the event (numbers of people, space 

requirements, AV supplies, other supplies, 

cost breakdowns, time requirements, etc.). 

During development, the YAC should consider what 

kind of flexibility it needs regarding time and budget 

to accommodate unexpected circumstances. It’s important, 

especially in this area of a YAC’s work,  to keep the spirit of 

cooperation between staff and youth at the forefront. Staff can 

provide expertise with the agency and with grant applications and 

bureaucracy that the youth may not have. At the same time, staff have a 

chance to learn from youth around innovative organizing methods and 

ways of encouraging attendance, interest, and publicity. 

 Part of the staff role at YSB is taking requests for workshops or events and 

relaying them to the YAC, deciding together whether the activity passes the three criteria—

relevance, demand, deliverability—mentioned above and if the YAC wants to take them on. It isn’t the 

role of the staff to make that decision unilaterally; rather, working in partnership, staff and youth 

together accept or reject requests and decide the YAC’s activities. 

 When a request comes in and the YAC supports it, members of the YAC identify their interest 

and availability for delivering the activity. Once that’s done, everyone involved meets and considers 

their plan of approach. If they want staff support, it is available, though often at this stage it won’t be 

necessary if the YAC has an idea of where it wants a workshop or activity to go. After creating a plan, the 

youth access any necessary supplies, and consult with staff to ensure the activity subscribes to the 

request and has the agency’s backing. If new information about the request comes in, or if the youth 

want more details about the request, staff act as liaisons to find that information, or simply put youth in 

touch with the source of the request. 

 With all of this in mind, each agency is unique, and individual approaches to Youth Advisory 

Committees are going to be different. What’s being given here is an outline to create a reasonably 

effective Youth Engagement Program, one that stands to be rewarding both for the staff and for the 

youth involved. It’s important to take from this chapter the idea that everything is flexible—except the 

need for trust, respect, and integrity on both sides. A YAC needs to be professional in the quality of its 

work and how it interacts in the community—and for that it needs to be treated professionally by the 
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agency as a legitimate expression of 

youth voice around youth 

communities, and supported in 

advocating for those communities. 

When that support is forthcoming, 

YACs can do amazing things, 

following a process filled with trust, 

compromise, prudence, and a 

genuine desire to improve the 

communities youth identify as being 

at risk. Such a process yields positive 

results, whether or not they’re a 

carbon copy of YSB’s Youth Advisory 

Committees. We have kept the YACs 

for a long time for the simple reason 

that they deliver excellent results, and that the youth feel highly engaged and positive about being thus 

involved in a YAC. You may find, in your own agency, a different approach works best. Our YACs are 

what we’ve found to be the best practice, and that’s the final judgment of a YAC: that it works for 

everyone involved! 
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Chapter 4—The Devil’s in the Details 

 

When we’ve talked about youth advisory committees, it’s been in fairly general terms. There are 

generally things that a YAC needs to function in a 

healthy, productive way. This chapter looks at 

one specific detail that’s vital to youth 

engagement: a good working relationship 

between youth and staff, and what each side 

should expect from the other. What we can 

call it is, broadly, mutual respect; but what 

exactly does that entail, when agencies are 

accustomed to a client-based model, and 

then are given this revolutionary idea of 

youth engagement that changes the 

dynamics between staff and youth? What 

kind of relationship exists in youth 

engagement between youth and staff? Are 

there power dynamics? Is there a problem 

with giving directives? How does a YAC 

maintain direction if staff are partners and 

not leaders? These questions, and many 

others, can seem overwhelming, and create a 

quagmire of confusion. For youth 

engagement, as for anything else, the devil’s 

in the details. Fortunately, we’re here to help.  

WORDS, WORDS, WORDS 

Do not say a little in many words but a great deal in a few—Pythagoras 

 Words express thoughts: they’re a reflection of the way we think. So, when we start thinking 

about a new idea like youth engagement, we need to reconsider the way we speak, not just about 

youth, but about what youth have to contribute. The words we use, and the ways we use them, make a 

huge difference to the people listening. Youth who are attracted to YACs come from a different range of 

backgrounds, but they do tend to be at risk for a variety of challenges in their lives. Some come from 

abusive homes, some from the streets; some struggle with substance use issues, while others strive to 

overcome their struggles with sexuality and gender. They’ve struggled, often against adults who don’t 

understand, or don’t care. They have dealt with criticism, with harsh words. They know words have 

power to do harm, as well as to do good. 
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 The language of youth engagement is one of empowerment. It’s trying to view things through a 

positive viewpoint. It’s conceptualizing challenges as things to overcome—whether the challenges the 

youth face in their lives, or the challenges a YAC faces in its functioning. So often, when a problem is 

viewed thus, as a challenge to overcome, it is much easier to solve. That view is supportive of the 

striving to overcome challenges, whether success comes immediately or not. On the other hand, 

framing the problem in terms of insurmountable barriers is demoralizing; as well, it offers no attempt to 

solve a problem, only to point it out. Solutions become a mutual responsibility in the context of youth 

engagement and YACs, whatever problems those solutions may be addressing.  

 Language in this case is fairly clear: be concise and direct, but mindful that constructive criticism 

is the only appropriate approach in a cooperative relationship. Be aware of the implications of the 

language used: a substance user doesn’t always “abuse” a substance by virtue of their using. Words like 

“abuse” are loaded with a negative connotation; for someone with an addiction, being called a 

substance abuser marginalizes them and their experiences to a set of stereotypes about substance 

users. For young people identifying along the Gay/Lesbian/Bi/Trans/Two-Spirit/Queer (GLBTTQ) 

continuum, homophobic or heterosexist language or conversation (as for a guy, “do you have a 

girlfriend?” or “why are you wearing high heels?”) can be damaging to a work relationship. Just as with 

colleagues, staff must remember to respect the individual experiences of youth, including sensitivities 

around language or experiences.  Words are powerful, and should be used consciously around youth, 

whether from difficult backgrounds or 

not. Words have meanings, and 

sometimes if we aren’t careful, the 

words we use can imply meanings we 

didn’t intend. The sentence “we want 

to give youth a voice,” for example, 

suggests that voice must be given to 

youth, and that we are the ones giving 

it. It creates a false power dynamic 

that prevents cooperation and can 

foster resentment. So keeping that 

point in mind, it’s vital to remember 

that youth deserve the same level of 

respect we ask for. Mutual respect, beginning with thinking about the words we choose to use. That’s 

the language of youth engagement.  

A NON-JUDGEMENTAL DIALOGUE 

The more one judges, the less one loves—Honoré de Balzac 

 The way a person grows depends upon the life that person’s led. The perspectives we have are 

the filters we’ve gained to understand the world around us, always from our own vantage points of 

experience. It’s very easy, having lived a set of experiences, to dismiss others, or deride them, or to 

misunderstand them. Walking down a street in any city, one can see people sitting on the sidewalk 
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asking for change, people who are often ignored, 

overlooked, and assumed to have a variety of 

addictions, personal problems, and a lack of 

motivation. This narrow-minded approach has 

absolutely no place in youth engagement. What no one 

can see about those people is their history, their set of 

experiences that’s led them to where they are. Not 

everyone has the same opportunities, the same 

chances given them, the same luck, or the same level of 

success.  

 Today’s youth are especially at risk for 

substance use and abuse, whether sexual, verbal, and 

physical abuse, and for whatever reasons it happens; 

oftentimes, their concerns are dismissed as trivial, childish, or inexperienced. Oftentimes, those 

dismissing the concerns are acting out of prejudice about a  specific youth, or about youth in general. 

 Many youth work to overcome these challenges, and seek to change their own circumstances 

and those of their peers by working on a YAC to change the underlying problems that affect or once 

affected their own development. Their sets of experience, whatever they are, often give them the ability 

to see problems more clearly, having experienced them first-hand. As such, no matter how traumatic, 

the experiences can become a valuable resource, and acting on those experiences to better the lives of 

others allows youth to reclaim them. By changing circumstances for others, youth can reclaim their lives 

and empower themselves, whatever form that might take for each individual person. 

 A vital part of this process for youth on a YAC is having adults support youth in reclaiming their 

challenging experiences as a source of strength, rather than judging a young person’s history; 

understanding the young person in his/her own right, and acknowledging their individuality despite 

social prejudices, stereotypes, and preconceptions. Respecting young people’s struggles, whatever they 

may be, and providing the support for youth to overcome their challenges allows not just for a good 

working relationship, but for a close rapport between adults and youth. Both gain an understanding of a 

common goal, a better world, from their different vantage points. Both youth and adults respect each 

other’s experiences as affording singular visions of why and how change needs to happen. Both youth 

and adults have a chance to share those experiences with each other and grow in the process. Growth, 

change, empowerment: these are some of the benefits of youth engagement. 

RESPONSIBILITY 

Let everyone sweep in front of his own door, and the whole world will be clean 

-- Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 

 Work is part of youth engagement. The world doesn’t make itself better—we need to work for 

it. The work each young person does on a YAC is a personal responsibility, a task taken on by the youth 
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in question voluntarily, not assigned by lot. It’s a personal commitment to part of a task that the YAC 

itself is taking on, and as such, each piece is the responsibility of the person volunteering to take it on.  

 Part of youth engagement is getting rid of the enforcement/punishment model of responsibility, 

and instead replacing it with a model emphasizing individual contribution as vital to the greater whole, 

and individual choice, commitment, and dedication as being part and parcel of the contribution. At-risk 

youth come out of contexts where they are given directives, told to act a certain way or not to act a 

certain way, or in other ways disempowered. 

They fight for independent by virtue of 

necessity, and defend their independence. As 

any independent person, a youth in this 

position would chafe under orders and 

restrictions; choice, the sincere opportunity 

to decide a course of action for themselves, is 

something youth are rarely afforded in 

regards to changing their own communities.  

 Instead of a model emphasizing 

consequences for transgressions—crime and 

punishment in a different scenario—youth 

engagement advocates a model where each 

youth takes the burden of his/her choices in 

regards to YAC tasks. If the tasks don’t get 

done, the response is not to punish the youth, but 

rather to address any underlying challenges preventing the young person in question from contributing. 

If they find the task boring or unnecessary, if they’re encountering personal problems, if they are ill or 

stressed, whatever the reason, an environment of understanding and support for youth encountering 

such challenges gets more done for everyone than would judging the youth. Each of these challenges 

has a solution—but enforcement from above, punishment, isn’t the way to help youth address the 

stresses in their lives. In the end, it’s just another stress, and just another form of disempowerment. 

Youth engagement embraces the overcoming of obstacles, not the punishment of stress reactions.  

POWER DYNAMICS 

They are most powerful who have power over themselves—Seneca 

 One of the pillars of youth engagement, the really revolutionary aspect of it, is the elimination of 

power dynamics in the youth-adult relationship. Moving from a client-based approach to one of mutual 

respect and appreciation of difference takes time. It isn’t easy. First of all, it requires understanding the 

power dynamics involved. Youth engagement seeks to place youth and staff on an equal footing to help 

change the lives of youth. The different approaches each group has offers different benefits, but 

together, they offer greater benefits and offset each other’s weaknesses. Together, each can help the 

other solve challenges around helping communities in need, and can contribute to positive change in 
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those communities. We call this 

approach the “power-with” approach, 

while a client-provider model falls under 

the “power-over” approach.  

 “Power-over” doesn’t mean 

abusing power; it simply means there’s 

an imbalance in power, where one 

person has more influence and ability to 

express themselves and affect change 

than the other, and where the other 

person is disempowered by their status 

as a client. For youth, this approach is 

twice disempowering, because the 

conventional adult-child dimension is added to the staff-client dynamic. 

 What youth engagement does is eliminate this power imbalance by emphasizing “power-with” 

strategies that empower youth to make decisions about the change they work towards in the 

communities for whom they advocate. This is something like the difference between someone being 

told to write a memo, or writing a memo because it’s  self-evidently a good idea. A “power-with” 

approach stimulates initiative and drive in everyone involved, because in order to affect change, each 

person must take charge of their own actions, must be responsible for those actions, and is accountable 

to their own sense of accomplishment and work ethic rather than to an arbitrary set of consequences. 

 Moreover, the “power-with” approach includes involving youth voice and input in decision-

making, and integrating the direction indicated by youth into the final plan. It is treating youth 

experience as legitimate, valuable expertise; it’s treating youth as mature, trustworthy people with a 

vested interest in bettering the communities they’re advocating for. The “power-with” approach is the 

most important detail of youth engagement, while at the same time being the most difficult. Youth are 

often powered-over; it’s important to emphasize that their voice is equally important, and encourage 

them to use it when participating in decision-making.  

 “Power-with” dynamics make for deeper discussions, more open communication, and a 

willingness to compromise on both sides, because both sides understand the need for compromise on 

some issues as necessary for progress. At the same time, youth and staff both are able to express and 

understand their respective sets of reasoning on purely evidence-based and best-practice ways of 

thinking, instead of through a lens of imposing/resisting control. Such a pathway of communication, 

sharing, and mutual decision-making creates a harmonious working relationship between youth and 

staff that goes back to the idea of mutual respect and appreciation that is key to youth engagement. 

WRAP-UP 

A hard beginning maketh a good ending.—John Heywood 
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 Youth engagement is a nuanced thing. It’s not simply following a recipe to a definite conclusion, 

but is rather an ongoing process. There’s no way to measure success objectively, only to watch the 

difference it can make to the youth and staff involved, and the communities affected by their actions. 

Even so, youth involved in YACs, working to change their communities and to educate people about 

them, are a good source of feedback. Engaged youth stay engaged for a reason: because they feel 

they’re making a difference, because they’re interested, because they feel respected for what they do 

and the way they do it. In the end, they remain engaged because they choose to be engaged. It is their 

choice to participate, their choice how to proceed, and a joint decision about direction, initiatives, and 

goals, as it should be. Everyone involved, every stakeholder needs to have a voice in planning initiatives 

for youth—it is absolutely vital that youth voice is acknowledged, respected, and heeded. A healthy 

youth engagement initiative is one in which every side has something valuable to contribute, and every 

side has a chance to speak its mind. This recognition, and the respect afforded from each group to every 

other, is a huge part of youth engagement.  
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Chapter 5: And This is How We Do It 

It is no use saying, 'We are doing our best.' You have got to succeed in doing what is necessary. –Winston 

Churchill 

 As far as theory goes, we’re pretty solid on the ground. We’ve gone over what it takes to think 

and teach with Youth Engagement; we’ve looked at the ways in which YACs can start and can work; 

we’ve covered areas around how they operate, and what’s needed to keep one going, both in terms of 

logistics and in terms of motivation. Now it’s time to examine YSB’s YACs for some idea of what a long-

term youth engagement program can look like. It’s important to remember that our YACs operate within 

our mandate: the way to gauge a YAC’s effectiveness depends on the nature of a particular agency, of its 

staff, and of its youth. This isn’t an exhaustive examination: it’s just an overview of the YACs at YSB, and 

of some of the things they’ve done as part of their work within their own communities, trying to educate 

and advocate for youth who might otherwise not have an audible voice. 

 This chapter is in two parts: the first covers our YACs and the youth for whom they advocate. 

Each community is different: the youth in Ottawa are a distinct set of communities, each with its own 

needs, but with the common ground of interacting with the larger Ottawa community and service 

providers there. Other communities, whether large (Toronto, 3,000,000+ people), small (Eganville, 2,000 

people), or in a completely rural setting, all have their own youth communities with their own distinct 

needs. At the same time, while our YACs address needs in Ottawa, the needs are not restricted to 

Ottawa. The evidence of that lies in our having hosted regional forums, attended national conferences, 

and in other ways having participated in trans-regional efforts to help resolve similar challenges to those 

the YACs are geared to address. 

RAINBOW YAC (RYAC) 

 The Rainbow Youth Advisory Committee works to educate the community about the needs of 

GLBTTQ (Gay/Lesbian/Bi/Trans/Two-

Spirit/Queer)-identified youth and to 

advocate for greater resources and 

accessibility for those youth. This YAC 

has been around for about 15 years, 

and has in a lot of ways been 

instrumental in changing attitudes in 

the Ottawa community around youth 

sexualities and gender identities. By 

working with youth in the 

community, RYAC has aimed to 

change old attitudes of 

discrimination and hatred towards 
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non-heterosexual and trans youth. On the other hand, working with the larger community and with 

community partners, RYAC has helped to foster services for GLBTTQ youth that address their specific 

needs within the communities they live in.  

 The fact that youth have been willing to step up and act as role models to the community, and 

to their peers, in celebrating sexual diversity and in advocating for the rights of other GLBTTQ youth, is a 

powerful engine for change. It makes the presence and needs of that community undeniable, especially 

when combined with the experiences, frequently traumatic, of many of these youth. 

SEXUAL HEALTH ADVISORY GROUP (SHAG) 

 Where RYAC tackles the community aspects of youth sexualities and gender identities, SHAG 

concentrates solely on the field of GLBTTQ people’s sex and sexuality, providing education around safer 

sex practices, STIs, and relationship education—as well as workshops around kink, fetishes, sex-

positivity, and other such unconventional topics in a frank and open manner, to encourage discussion 

and openness around a topic as important and undeniably relevant as youth sexuality.  

 SHAG is a relatively new YAC whose functions are expanding as more kinds of sexuality are being 

included in its outreach. The youth on the committee are trained to discuss sex in a clear, positive 

manner, and to provide their peers with information on any issues pertinent to sexuality, whether a 

how-to, a question of being ready, or a discussion around flirting technique. SHAG has had training from 

community partners around safer sexuality, kink and fetishes, sex-positivity, and presentation 

technique, and continues to train itself around issues about which youth express the most interest. 

ETHNOCULTURAL YACS (EYACS) 

 The two Ethnocultural Youth Advisory Committees exist to serve the unique needs of new 

immigrant and refugee youth and their families. This demographic arrives in Canada from a vast array of 

backgrounds, histories, and contexts, and has very few resources to help them learn about Canadian 

society, let alone place 

them in a position to 

understand the 

dynamics involved in 

becoming Canadians. 

The youth in these 

families are twice 

displaced: once from 

their countries of origin, and once from their families. By growing up in a different context from their 

parents’ childhoods, immigrant and refugee youth experience many barriers to understanding between 

themselves and their families of origin. 

 The EYACs work to foster understanding within this community around concepts of the 

Canadian identity and coming to a good understanding of each other. A great deal of an EYAC’s work 

involves going out into the community to educate the families of Ethnocultural youth around the 
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realities of what youth are growing up in, including attitudes around sexuality and sexual diversity, 

substance use, the rights of youth, and ways to communicate from different cultural contexts.  

 At the same time, the EYACs work within the larger community to advocate for greater 

understanding between cultural communities, aiming to create an environment where cultures 

celebrate diversity and encourage differences as an expression of creative impulses, and as ways to 

learn more about the world we all live in. In that vein, the Ethnocultural Youth Advisory Committees 

design workshops intended to emphasize the positive aspects of all cultures, and to increase awareness 

of the difficulties the youth in those cultures face in environments of hostility and anger towards cultural 

difference. 

PURPLE SISTERS YAC  

 The Purple Sisters YAC works to increase awareness of young women’s issues in the larger 

community. With the growing awareness of issues around sexual, gender, and cultural minorities, the 

Purple Sisters exist to bring attention to the still-significant needs of young women, needs that risk being 

overshadowed by more recent and more publicized issues.  

 The Purple Sisters YAC works with young women and the organizations that serve them to 

increase awareness of the needs of young women and the issues they face, focusing on the abuse that 

affects young women and the inequalities in workplaces, legal systems, and school systems that they 

encounter, despite erstwhile equality between the genders. 

HARM REDUCTION YAC 

 The Harm Reduction Youth Advisory Committee (HRYAC) represents youth who are in some way 

involved with substance use. This includes street-involved youth, as well as youth whose life leads them 

in one way or another to experience 

repercussions from substance use. In 

many ways, this YAC is centered around 

a topic rather than a group: the issue of 

promoting the right of all youth to 

access and receive a fair standard of 

health care, irrespective of what they 

put in their bodies 

 As the name suggests, HRYAC 

advocates for better treatment of 

substance users and greater awareness 

of addiction issues on a “harm-

reduction” basis, a non-judgemental 

approach to substance use that prioritizes the need to reduce disease transmission ahead of the social 

taboo against using substances. Basically, HRYAC aims to help substance users access clean supplies 
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without condoning or condemning their use, based on the idea that the right to health is not based on a 

person’s activities.  

YOUTH ADVISORY ACCOMPLISHMENTS 

Do not let your grand ambitions stand in the way of small but meaningful accomplishments—Bryant H. 

McGill 

 What the YACs stand for is, at the end of the day, reflected in the kinds of things they do for 

their communities. While this can be limited by funding—grants are about the only source of funding for 

a YAC to deliver a high-energy event—our YACs have become adept at doing a lot with a little. 

 This segment of the chapter looks at a few YAC accomplishments, what their intent was, and 

how it reflected on the YAC that developed and delivered the particular events. The main focus here is 

on details: on the amount of detail required in organizing those particular events the YACs settled on, 

delivering them, and the follow-up and evaluations that helped the YACs improve the quality of their 

events. At the end of this chapter will be some sample materials created for the events by the YACs.  

CAMP OUT!--RYAC 

 RYAC has been around for about 15 years; the 

number of events it’s run is huge, and the success rate 

is very high, given the scarcity of resources for queer 

youth during most of that time. With increasing 

resources available in the community, RYAC’s history 

gives it a very high standing and level of credibility 

when addressing issues affecting queer youth. Events 

have taken many forms, and have had varying scales: 

some are sets of workshops for upwards of 100 youth; 

others are focus groups of only 10.  

 In the middle of those numbers, but 

addressing in an innovative way the need both to 

educate youth and to provide a source of positive 

reinforcement for queer youth in need of support, was 

Camp OUT!, a leadership camp run in 2007/08 by 

RYAC with funding from the Dare to Dream Program of 

the Provincial Centre of Excellence in Child and Youth 

Mental Health. This project aimed to take 25 youth from within the Ottawa GLBTTQ community on a 

two-day, one-night camp weekend in Kemptville; the time would be split between workshops around 

skills useful for queer youth, arts and crafts, and games and social activities that would make the camp a 

fun experience instead of simply a workshop series. Two staff from YSB supported the Rainbow YAC—

other than that, the camp was youth-run and –organized. 
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 The camp needed the same attention to detail as would any other camp for youth—

advertisement and publicity, registration forms, parental consent forms, a schedule of activities, a 

special-considerations form, youth registration questionnaire, and a camp participation agreement all 

needed to be made. RYAC ran most of the activities by itself, with the support of staff from the Youth 

Services Bureau of Ottawa. Everything else had to be developed from by RYAC, who borrowed some 

materials used by a similar camp from Western Canada. All the forms involved used youth-friendly 

language to ensure youth knew what they were getting into, and to encourage them to participate in a 

camp that addressed their needs as young members of the GLBTTQ community.  

 The more unconventional features of the camp were the activity topics, along with the camp 

participation agreement, and the youth registration questionnaire that sought to examine applicants’ 

reasons for wanting to come to Camp OUT!. The camp sought to engage youth with some awareness of 

GLBTTQ issues, or who had interest in getting involved in the community; in this way, RYAC made sure 

that the youth who came would benefit most from the experience, being willing to learn and engage 

with their peers both inside and outside the GLBTTQ community. 

 The idea of a GLBTTQ-specific camp stemmed from the need to raise awareness in the larger 

community around issues that affected GLBTTQ youth and how to address them. Workshop topics like 

‘Social Justice’ and ‘Leadership’ aimed to create a new source of people for the community to draw on, 

the idea being that youth, being involved every day in the challenges faced by their peers, were best 

able to identify and help resolve those challenges. 

 The generous funding for Camp OUT! allowed for no cost to any youth or staff outside of the 

grant. This was vital support for Camp OUT!—youth frequently lack the resources to attend camps like 

Camp OUT!, and the funding allowed them a rare opportunity to experience a socially active, 

progressive camp without the fees. The goals of the camp, aside from giving a few GLBTTQ youth a fun 

weekend where they could be open and expressive about their sexual orientations and gender 

identities, were activist in nature. The idea was to inspire GLBTTQ youth with ideas and provide them 

with the confidence to speak for their various communities of origin, enabling them with a support 

system they could go to if they needed help in areas of support, education, or brainstorming. Support 

for communities is, in one form or another, a huge part of a YAC’s role. 

 

“BEATING THE STREETS” WORKSHOP AT YOUTH SYNERGY CONFERENCE 

—DOWNTOWN YAC (DYAC)  

 The Downtown YAC no longer exists, but it was set up to address the concerns of youth located 

primarily in Ottawa’s downtown who were street-involved or otherwise displaced within the downtown 

area. 

 When it did exist, DYAC addressed issues of homelessness and mental health in the street-

involved youth populations in the city, applying to offer a workshop at the Youth Synergy Conference in 
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Toronto called “Beating the Streets”. The workshop itself involved a mixture of first-hand experience 

from the YAC members, many of whom had been or were then street-involved, and research conducted 

by the YAC amongst the street-

involved population, along with other 

research assembled from academic 

and service-provider sources. The 

workshop itself was thoroughly 

planned, with the YAC organizing the 

activities around creating an emphasis 

on the experience of street-involved 

youth, the dispelling of stigmas and 

stereotypes around mental health and 

street involvement, and providing 

accurate information about street 

involvement and mental health 

statistics. 

 Part of the workshop also 

involved presenting the youth engagement model, and the effects that YSB’s model had had on youth 

within it. As a fascinating side-effect, the YAC system that we use appears to attract youth with a high 

potential for resilient outcomes; as a result of becoming socially involved, many youth find ways to 

escape the streets and improve their condition in life, whether through battling addiction or changing 

the way they used substances, getting a higher education they previously lacked, or finding solutions for 

physical or mental health issues that simultaneously improved their material lives, youth benefit from 

being engaged and making a difference with their community—so much so that they often attribute 

their success to their involvement in the Youth Engagement Program.  

 These youth are aware they made the effort, but they view the catalyst as having been listened 

to, and being able to affect change in a social context they previously thought was outside their control. 

In many ways, contributing to the future of their communities made them feel in control of their own 

individual futures, and allowed them to harness their potential and experience resilient outcomes in the 

face of overwhelming odds. 

 Details such as topics, presentation methods, and supplies needed for the workshop were 

worked out as early as the topic proposal; even more interestingly, the seating arrangement and the 

equipment needed to accommodate the format were worked out at the same time. Even before the 

concrete planning stages, the members of DYAC had worked out everything they needed, what they 

were going to say, and how they wanted their audience oriented for maximum impact. Excerpts of the 

proposal are included at the end of this chapter as reference for how a detailed proposal can help 

secure funding. 
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4Q FORUM—YOUTH ENGAGEMENT PROGRAM 

 The 4Q Forum is an example of the amazing abilities of the Youth Engagement Program as a 

whole; the program was asked to organize and hold 

a youth forum within six weeks of the date of first 

communication: a forum that eventually hosted 

over 110 youth who had at one point been within 

the juvenile care system, along with six service 

providers who work with the same system. The 

project was organized at the request of, and with 

funding from, the Office of the Provincial Advocate 

for Children and Youth.  

 Within a six-week period, the 4Q 

subcommittee, consisting of members from each of 

the YACs, managed to organize a venue, the dinner 

and drink arrangements, and the schedule of the 

forum; it also arranged for two speakers, a panel 

discussing the 4 top issues affecting youth, and the 

broad survey that determined those issues (over 

100 respondents). Not only that, but youth 

organized the Registration Forms, the posters, and 

the other publicity for the forum; moreover, they created a formatted master-list that included all 

factors in the registration form.  

 Even more impressively, within a week, the subcommittee had recruited youth from across the 

Program to facilitate and take notes at the forum to be given back to the Office of the Provincial 

Advocate, to speak on the panel about the issues chosen, with which each had had relevant first-hand 

experience and about which each had conducted research, a pair of Masters of Ceremonies, and a 

closing speaker to organize the exit and the collection by attendees of honorariums.  

 The level of detail was such that two alternate floor plans were created by youth, of which one 

was eventually chosen as the most practical on the ground, to ensure stability in organizing the forum 

layout and to make sure everyone attending had a seat. Not only that, but folders, note formats, and 

table topics were assigned, and facilitator topics were pre-arranged. The forum went, within six weeks, 

from an abstract idea and a rather long shot, to a concrete, effective event that was the only one of its 

kind in the province, of 8 other forums, to speak exclusively to youth and register their input around the 

issues affecting them, and what the Advocate’s Office could do to help.  

FINAL THOUGHTS 

A conclusion is the place where you get tired of thinking. —Arthur Bloch 
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 What our Youth Engagement Program has done at YSB has been stellar; there’s no denying that 

our method has produced good results, not only in the work that’s been done by the YACs to represent 

their many and varied communities, but in the results for the members of the YACs themselves, who 

have very often found the social involvement a way to better their lots in life, and to pursue lives that 

their peers may not have had opportunity to experience. In many ways, our Youth Engagement Program 

has been a way into a better set of circumstances, giving youth a chance to make a difference to their 

peers, and to young people who may experience similar challenges in the future. Youth have become 

aware of their communities’ experiences, and have chosen to better them, having come from them, by 

going to a new, different kind of life that may have been denied them otherwise. 

 This is due to their own resilience, and the ability to translate their lived experience into life 

lessons for themselves, and into a motivator to change their existence. In so many ways, this is part and 

parcel of the YAC: everyone wins. The community benefits from the efforts of these engaged youth; the 

Agency benefits from the publicity and effective, direct work they accomplish, and the youth themselves 

benefit from being treated as equals when they, as members of their communities, may have never 

before been thus treated.  

 Everybody wins—how much better can YACs get? 
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Chapter 6—Engaging Governance 

Our major obligation is not to mistake slogans for solutions 

—Edward R. Murrow 

 What 

we’ve talked 

about in the 

manual thus far 

has to do with 

engaging youth 

within the 

everyday 

functions of an 

agency. Whether you’re looking at peer education, advocacy, or designing and delivering programs, 

youth have vast and valuable contributions to make. The perspectives and experiences of youth, based 

on their lived experiences, offer priceless opportunities to an agency to connect with the people it 

serves. The new ideas and ways of thinking youth can bring to the table are tangible benefits to any 

organization hoping to provide services to young people. 

 At some point though, there comes a time to take steps forward and bridge gaps between the 

day-to-day work and the governance of an agency. This happens in a few steps—depending on the 

particular agency and the youth involved, some might be easier than others; some might also be more 

challenging. The point is to start, and to make a sincere go of getting youth actively involved not just in 

the agency’s activities and programs, but in their governance. That means increasing responsibilities 

with an increased voice; it also means having the trust in youth to provide an assertive, strong voice for 

their peers around their needs and their desires for where a youth-serving agency should go. 

 

ALL ABOARD! 

Necessity unites—German Proverb 

 The first step to involving youth in the broader organization of an agency is to examine where 

there is already an adaptable enough structure in an organization to include youth. There’s no sense 

creating a whole new organizational framework if the current one is flexible—and such frameworks 

inevitably are. 

 A good example from our own experience at the Youth Services Bureau of Ottawa is the 

consistent, proactive inclusion of youth on committees around a variety of topics; these include both 

internal committees and external networks and coalitions where the youth represent the Bureau. 
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Anything that affects youth issues and the agency’s direction in regards to the youth it serves includes 

youth voice, whether directly on the committee or through consultation with the Youth Engagement 

Program. This program, developed from a set of YACs, can serve as the wellspring of youth who are 

experienced in speaking out on a broad range of youth issues. What we’ve discussed in previous 

chapters has been the creation of that very program.  

 Consultation has benefits and drawbacks, as does direct involvement by youth. By consulting 

with youth, the issue can be discussed in a familiar environment by each YAC, and therefore ideas can 

be bounced around freely. On the other hand, this approach means that there’s a chance of the 

individual voices not being heard by a committee; YACs may create consensus decisions, or come to 

compromise agreements, but the nature of the consultation is such that individual voice might not make 

it through the discussion to a committee table. 

 Direct contact, on the other hand, can provide more clarity around individual youth ideas and 

for a more engaging discussion with the youth representatives on the committee. Not only that, but 

direct involvement of youth means that the issues don’t need to be explained—the youth are able, 

being involved, to understand the stakeholders and the variables of the particular topics being 

discussed. The drawbacks with this approach can be time and interest; youth have their own lives. They 

may have wide-ranging priorities and commitments that don’t allow them to attend previously 

scheduled meetings. Moreover, attending a committee meeting with staff and management may at 

times seem imposing or dull. By challenging how committee meetings are run—location, time, some 

aspects of format—we can make them more youth-friendly, and ensure fair youth representation in 

committee work. 

 Each of these particular methods has its virtues and its flaws. Young people are individuals; each 

approach may work for some, but not for others. Likewise, each approach might be more applicable to a 

variety of situations where the other one wouldn’t be appropriate. For example, in designing a new 

client intake survey, management consulted the YACs; in setting up an event to recognize youth 

achievements within YSB, youth were 

included directly, while the YACs were also 

consulted. The simple rule is: do what 

works for everyone involved. 

 Whatever the particular approach, 

youth should be viewed as equal partners, 

and their opinions should be weighed on a 

par with adult opinions at meetings. Our 

experiences around involving youth in 

committee work suggest a profound 

difference in the quality of dialogue and 

ideas when youth are involved and when 

everyone around the table is receptive to 

everyone else’s input. Basically, our 
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conclusion is that open minds stimulate great ideas—not a surprise, but a good support for encouraging 

youth engagement on the committee level. 

 Just remember, these ideas aren’t an ‘either/or’ deal; you can certainly use both methods in 

conjunction, or create a new one unique to your agency’s needs. It’s not unrealistic to have an ongoing 

dialogue with youth—it might be a little tough initially, but the benefits, in our experience, far outweigh 

the effort involved. Realistically, it comes down to what works for an agency, for its staff, and for the 

youth involved. Experimenting with new ideas is part and parcel of developing a healthy youth 

engagement framework, and the ideas involved in creating youth-friendly, efficient committees are 

certainly on the leading edge.  

LARGE AND IN CHARGE 

Good management is doing things right; good leadership is doing the right things 

—Peter F. Drucker. 

 As youth and adults become more 

adept at working together on committees 

(or coalitions, or networks, or any other 

initiatives in partnership between the two), 

the ideas of youth engagement will have a 

chance to move upward within an agency. 

Moreover, as youth become more familiar 

with the way an agency is run, they’ll have a 

chance to see opportunities for change in 

that agency. 

 The amount that youth can 

contribute to an agency depends on how 

familiar they are with the agency’s 

workings, and how well they can 

communicate with their peers and remain 

connected with the youth they’re representing. Familiarity with other organizations, acquired from 

personal experience, YAC experience, or from committee work, can really help inspire ideas from youth 

on just how to run a responsible, accountable agency for youth.  

 In many ways, accountability is what this stage of engagement is about. It’s very easy for youth 

working as peer educators and advocates, to work on the small things. It’s even (relatively) easy to 

design and run programs for youth and staff on the YAC level as part of a youth engagement program. 

The real challenge can come in trying to expand youth engagement from a YAC-centered program to an 

agency-wide framework that all programs aspire to integrate in their work. As an example, part of this 

stage would be developing a clear process for youth to challenge existing systems around the issues 

affecting them—types of intake questions, clarifying a complaints process, etc.—or creating a means of 
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recognizing the truly exceptional people around them as an agency-wide program. Having a clear way to 

challenge existing processes creates the ability to support genuine youth voices, whether 

complimentary or critical. 

 As we’ve gone through this process, we’ve found a few key points that have proven vital to the 

success we’ve experienced in moving forward. First, consistency is key: committees that have stable 

membership between youth and adults have members that get to know each other, that get 

comfortable sharing ideas; these kinds of committees can have a comfortable, respectful dialogue, 

whether individual members agree or disagree. In this way, youth get to know a fair cross-section of the 

adults who work in the agency, and thus pave the way for agency-wide dialogue. 

 Second, maintaining communication and brainstorming inside the YAC-oriented program is key 

to keeping genuine youth engagement going on inside it. If the focus shifts to the agency, the program is 

still providing the wealth of experience around youth engagement framework and application. A healthy 

program contributes to a healthy framework; one shouldn’t be sacrificed for the other.  

 Finally, the agency as a whole needs to engage with youth as equal partners. That means having 

open minds around the table and an open, forthright dialogue around whatever’s being discussed. Be it 

funding for the program or considering youth engagement frameworks in diverse programs, everyone 

needs to feel free to express their viewpoints and to feel safe in doing so. As a part of this process, 

commitments made to youth, and those made by youth, must be met consistently and must be 

organized in such a way as to make it possible for the two groups to work together. Follow-through is 

key, on both sides of the table. 

 

THE BOARDING PROCESS 

Always do whatever's next.—George Carlin 

 Staff deliver services, and management directs programs. Past that, Boards of Directors govern 

the agency as a whole. Board involvement in an agency is different in each agency; some boards are very 

involved, while others work from a more arms’ length approach to how they work with the organization 

they’re directing. In either case, our experience suggests that the Board has a chance to work with youth 

in the organization so it knows just what direction youth are needing it to go in. 

 There’s a few ways to go about getting the Board engaging with youth. Just like anything else, a 

lot depends on the particular situation. In general though, you can have youth seats on the Board; you 

can have Board attendance in meetings or to activities hosted by YACs or your youth engagement 

program; you can have youth address the board; you can have an email tree, or a phone tree, or any 

particular kind of metaphorical flower, shrub, or bush involving emails, teleconferences, or face to face 

meetings. The key element is that it works both for the Board and for youth, and gets the job done. 



44 
 

 Our experience with youth seats on the Board showed it wasn’t the approach for us. In a lot of 

ways, this makes sense: a Board is governed by many rules and regulations and communication can be a 

lot less direct than that with which youth are comfortable. The experience of speaking to people who 

might not have any 

experience in advocacy and 

education can also be 

daunting, especially for 

youth who might face 

some challenges around 

speaking out. Finally, youth 

may not have the time 

available to commit to 

attending Board meetings. 

In our case though, youth 

simply felt no interest in 

sitting on the Board; rather 

than “meetings, motions, 

and movements,” they 

indicated a preference for 

“picnic table discussions”—

casual discussion and 

dialogue with the Board—on a semi-annual basis, with the results of each previous meeting being 

discussed at the next one. We’ve found this method to be most effective, although it can present its 

own set of challenges. Challenge or not, though, youth voice needs to be present for the guiding arms of 

the agency to know what direction to take in order for it to remain vibrant and relevant to the 

communities it serves. 

 Another approach that can be useful, especially when combined with one of the two outlined 

above, is having board members attend YAC meetings or activities. This approach gives the Board a taste 

of what it is youth do, why they do it, and the effectiveness of what they’re undertaking in terms of 

helping their communities. Our experience with this particular method, though limited, is very 

promising. By having an understanding of why youth engagement is vital, and what it can contribute, 

our Board is able to give our Youth Engagement Program intelligent, informed support by working off of 

facts and experience rather than reports and data. 

 

THE FINAL TOUCH 

Don’t mistake activity with achievement—John Wooden 

 At the end of the day, the point of all this engaging with the governance of an agency is about 

communication first, and action following. Each of these halves is vital if youth engagement can be 
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involved in the governance of an agency. To communicate and have nothing happen indicates a lack of 

follow-through or commitment; to act without communication suggests a devaluing of youth voice.  

 The process might take a while, but all good things do. The fact is that any youth-serving agency 

needs strive toward including youth in governance at every level, or else it risks losing its relevance and 

viability. Youth engagement is a partnership between youth and the people trying to serve them. In a 

very real way, it’s a leveling for the sake of efficiency as well as fairness. Not all the studies in the world 

about youth priorities can equal the impact or sincerity of genuine youth voice and a willingness to work 

to change the world for other youth. Youth engaging with an agency’s governing organs have vast 

contributions to offer when the partnership is genuine, and when there’s a sincere desire both to 

communicate and to act, on both ends. That’s the final piece to ensure good governance engaged with 

the youth of an agency. 
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Chapter 7—The Times, They Are 
a’Changin’ 

Forever is composed of nows—Emily Dickinson 

 Any successful youth engagement program, one with results, with conviction, with engaged 

youth and involved adults, and with support, continues to do its work year after year. But year after 

year, everyone gets older; year after year, issues are changing. The world that any agency operates in 

doesn’t stand still. Youth age out of a program, move on with their lives, or for a slough of reasons leave 

an agency—hopefully to pursue the rest of their lives having gained something from the experience of 

working in partnership with a service provider. Staff, too, can change jobs, can retire, or can leave to 

pursue different interests; management changes, boards of directors turn over, agency vision can take 

new directions with every planning meeting. Moreover, if all goes well, youth engagement moves from a 

program to an agency-wide initiative, which means many, many changes. 

 Being aware of these realities, it’s very possible to keep a youth engagement program healthy, 

vibrant, and growing; it’s simple to keep youth involved in the governance of an agency, networking 

with boards and with management to ensure a consistently good avenue for communication. Finding 

youth and training them takes time, but isn’t by any means a major hurdle. All it takes is patience, 

perseverance, and dedication to keep youth engagement in an agency going on the right track—just as it 

took those characteristics and time to build a youth engagement framework in the first place. 

 

THE YOUTH 

It is a pity that, as one gradually gains experience, one loses one's youth 

—Vincent Van Gogh 

 Any organization, 

whether a service 

provider or not, defines 

youth differently; some 

movie theatres claim 

“youth” ends at 12, while the 

UN defines youth as those persons 15-24 years of age, and some organizations view 30 as the cutoff age. 

Needless to say, using an organization’s own definition of ‘youth’ is the way to go, given there’s no real 

agreement on when (or why) youth cease being youth. 
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 No matter the age range involved, any youth-serving organization is going to find its youth are 

growing older, and eventually aging out of services. The key to a viable youth engagement program is 

balance between older and younger YAC members. That means more experienced training new 

committee members and supporting younger members in bettering their skills and empowering 

themselves. It also means proactively engaging with youth just coming into services who may be 

interested in working on a YAC. Having too many newer youth limits a YAC’s capabilities in effective 

advocacy, to say nothing of potentially having the needs of youth transitioning to adulthood overlooked. 

On the other hand, having too many older youth can prevent experience being passed on to newer 

members, and presents the same challenges to representing the all youth interests and concerns fairly. 

 The ideal, in a nutshell, is to balance as much as possible between younger and older youth, and 

to make sure older youth support the younger youth in acquiring the skills necessary to take over the 

YAC when the older youth move on to different things in their lives. This turnover can be a challenging 

time, especially if many YAC members are leaving in a short period; it’s a wise idea to create a system by 

which those youth who are transitioning to adulthood have a chance to share their experience with YAC 

members who are staying.  

 Skills training can range from facilitation and event planning skills to learning about the specifics 

around a YAC mandate (sexual health, harm reduction methodology, Queer identity politics, etc.). The 

point is to make sure that the knowledge and experience gained by the more experienced youth doesn’t 

just vanish with them, but is developed and increased by the younger youth. The YAC, whatever its 

mandate, can benefit hugely from this passing on of experience, as can the communities it educates. 

Moreover, the passing along of experience means the knowledge base of any given YAC can grow and 

develop with the concerns and shifting needs of community it represents. 

 Finding new youth for the YAC takes a proactive approach: advertising, looking through diverse 

groups of youth, and connecting with other staff and with community partners who work with youth. In 

all these, there needs to be a simple, direct process for people to refer youth to the YACs; a complicated 

process just adds more red tape, deterring staff from referring youth, and placing barriers for youth 

interested in applying to the YACs. Our experience suggests having the youth submit a simple letter 

around why they want to join a YAC and what they could contribute is more than sufficient to give us an 

introduction—determining whether the candidate would be a good addition is for the interview.  

[Letter Tips:  

1. Ignore the material it’s written on. We’ve accepted letters on napkins, because that’s all one 

youth had available to write on. Not everyone has access to fancy paper. 

2. The letter should be just about which YAC’s being applied for, what strengths they’d bring, 

and why. Not all youth have resumes to submit or cover letters. 

3. Don’t worry about the professionalism of the writing. A YAC is about advocacy and peer 

education, representing youth communities sincerely. Content and substance far outweigh 

the tidiness of a person’s writing, at least for our process] 
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Older youth and newer youth on a YAC should partner to deliver the interviews to any candidates 

who’re interested. Older youth can bring experience, whether of previous interviews, or of the kind of 

work a YAC does; newer youth have gone through the process more recently, and can help the 

candidate relax at an interview. Moreover, the newer 

youth will be, potentially, working with the candidate 

on the YAC when older youth have already moved on 

or aged out, so it’s important they have a chance to 

ask the questions they find relevant at an interview.  

 Just remember the most important parts of 

recruiting new youth: first, you’re looking to expand 

upon previously gained experience, not to replace it. 

Replacing experience means losing the old for the 

sake of the new; it’s much better to found new 

experiences on what the YAC’s gone through already, 

so it can grow with stability. The second part of 

recruiting new youth for a YAC while keeping that 

YAC healthy is to include youth in the hiring process, 

and engage the youth presently on that YAC in 

learning interview skills. Equal participation in hiring 

new members for the YAC serves as an example for 

the candidate being interviewed around what’s involved in youth engagement, and suggests one small 

part of what they can learn from working on a YAC. Equal voice between adults and youth is key: 

everyone has a different perspective, and everyone listens differently. In an interview situation, adults 

and youth may pick up on different things, and will have a chance to learn from one another. Youth can 

learn interview techniques, while adults may get a glimpse of how to approach youth to make them 

more comfortable in an interview environment. Youth need to remain key players in the hiring process; 

to do otherwise would ignore the principles of youth engagement. 

[Youth Advisory Committees need to be representative of the communities they’re serving. That 

means drawing on youth from those communities to work on the YAC: substance users for a YAC 

around substance use, GLBTTQ-identified people for a YAC on Queer issues, etc. At the same time, 

within those communities, it’s vital to reflect diversity within those communities: gender, personal 

history, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and a host of other subsets within any community should, 

ideally, be reflected in the membership of a YAC] 

 

THE ISSUES 

The really difficult moral issues arise, not from a confrontation of good and evil, but from a collision 

between two goods—Irving Kristol 
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 It’s important to remember that the challenges facing youth aren’t static. Sometimes, when a 

YAC’s done years of good 

work, there may not be a need 

for it to continue working in its 

former area. YACs can change 

mandates—we’ve had one 

change at YSB just this past 

year—and that’s a good thing. 

That means the YACs grow 

with their youth communities, 

and change as they change. 

The process of change needs 

to be clear and set out; it 

needs to be obvious to 

everyone involved the ways to go about changing a YAC’s mandate. That means having an easily 

understandable process by which to go to the whole Youth Engagement Program, and to management, 

and to discuss changing the YAC mandate.  

 The particular processes involved would be different from agency to agency; the common 

threads are that it needs to be evidence-based, and that it needs to be discussed and open; whether 

initiated by youth or by the agency, the process needs to be transparent and inclusive of everyone 

interested to be involved in a direction change. Sincere youth participation and inclusion assures that 

the mandate change of a YAC comes from the real needs of youth, and not from an unsupported 

assertion that the committee needs to change.  

 The next point, evidence-based thinking, basically ensures that there’s something to show the 

needs being talked about. Whether that’s statistics, needs assessments, or simply a wealth of 

experience on the YAC around the issue, it needs to be out in the open so it can be examined and can 

ensure that YACs remain rooted in current issues facing youth.  

 Finally, the discussion and openness around the process ensures that all stakeholders, including 

other youth from other YACs and staff, have a chance to consider any changes to a YAC’s mandate; it 

may be difficult sometimes, for youth as well as for staff, to communicate on all issues, but that scale of 

communication helps to keep youth engagement sincere, open, and effective. 

 

THE STAFF 

Never be irreplaceable. If you can’t be replaced, you can’t be promoted—Poster slogan. 

 Everyone changes, everyone ages, everyone moves to something new. Whatever their age, 

whatever their experience, provided they have a pulse, people grow and develop. So what to do when 

staff move on to something else from a youth engagement program? Especially in cases where a few 
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people have been responsible for starting up a youth engagement program, and have been deeply 

involved in it throughout its lifetime, it can be really stressful to consider what happens to it when staff 

leave.  

 There are benefits and drawbacks to having one or two staff involved in youth engagement 

work, as opposed to five or six. There are benefits and drawbacks to the opposite approach as well. It 

really depends on the size of the program, the capability of the agency to devote resources to the 

program, and to the needs identified by the YACs in terms of the staff support they need. Basically, 

whatever works should work well. This section’s devoted to looking at the pros and cons of each 

approach and seeing the ways to address concerns around staff moving on. 

 An agency with one or two staff working in the youth engagement program has, from the 

outset, their specific expertise around the issue of youth engagement as a plus. Staff who start YACs and 

programs that are successful generally have the knowledge and awareness of concerns and needs for 

those structures to address them in a proactive, efficient way. Not only that, but having a few key staff 

supporting several YACs means excellent inter-YAC communication on the staff level, because it offers a 

very personal, direct approach between the staff. Requests can be passed along to the appropriate YAC 

no matter which staff or advisory member gets the news about it. If one YAC has a need to work with 

another YAC on a common issue, the same person supporting both YACs can very easily pass the 

message along.  

 On the other hand, having more staff offers more diverse points of view, and presents different 

solutions to similar challenges. This approach 

allows for a much more fluid, varied set of 

YACs, in possession of very different, perhaps 

tailored, approaches to their particular 

mandates. This model also offers the 

advantage of having youth engagement 

frameworks set up around a core program 

but not solely based inside it. If one staff 

member retires, there are plenty of others 

whose experience and support can help guide 

whoever replaces the outgoing staff. 

Alternately, while the new staff person gets 

accustomed to the program, the other staff can fill in where needed and ensure the newcomer isn’t 

overwhelmed. 

 It takes an open mind to get involved in youth engagement, along with support and training 

from experienced staff and youth, when experienced staff move on. The training that youth and staff 

can provide together in different capacities around youth engagement frameworks, terminology, 

philosophy—basically, the things this manual talks about—helps to maintain a clear understanding 

among staff, management, and the whole agency about what exactly is involved in youth engagement. 

As the idea becomes more known, it’s vital to keep its application consistent with its ethics; all too 
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often, youth engagement is misunderstood because there simply aren’t many people around who 

appreciate not just what it tries to accomplish as an ideal, but how it can be practically applied to 

advocacy work. So the training by people experienced in youth engagement, whether staff or youth, of 

new staff and managers contributes to a healthy youth engagement discourse around an agency.  

 Changes of people, whether staff, youth, or management, mean an adjustment period. That 

being said, change really shouldn’t cause any more of a commotion than changes of youth. People go on 

with their lives, and a good program relies on its merits, not a specific person, to inspire the people 

working in it. With a healthy youth engagement program, youth can help educate new staff, staff can 

help educate new youth, and everyone benefits.  

FROM PROGRAM TO AGENCY 

You have to do your own growing no matter how tall your grandfather was 

—Abraham Lincoln 

 It’s difficult to gauge objective success around a youth engagement framework. Several 

qualitative tools exist to describe youth engagement, but in terms of raw numbers—well, what can 

really be measured? The reality is that evaluating youth engagement is often a question of talking to 

everyone involved and weighing positive and negative comments. It’s more of a way to keep track, 

realistically, than a way to gather raw data.  

 One of the objective signs 

of a successful program, though, is 

its ability to spread youth 

engagement ideas across an 

agency, and to provide to diverse 

programs the support needed to 

incorporate a youth engagement 

framework into their everyday 

operations. This doesn’t mean 

YACs, necessarily, but rather using 

a power-with approach in 

assessing and addressing the 

needs of the youth any given program serves. In undertaking this task, it’s useful to have a steering 

committee or similar body, composed of staff, managers, and youth—all with a clear understanding of 

youth engagement philosophy and ethics—working with staff teams and program managers in 

developing initiatives in their respective programs.  

 In doing this, there are a couple of possible approaches: from below, and from above. From 

below means taking youth engagement to front-line workers and encouraging them to apply the 

principles with the youth they’re working with. This method has the benefit of being direct, and of 

educating adults who work directly with youth around the principles. As an added bonus, the success of 
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this initiative can give managers a tangible reason to start working with the ideas around the program. 

The other approach is to go from above, educating middle management around the ideas and their 

possible application and letting them decide where it’s appropriate to apply youth engagement 

philosophy and frameworks within their respective programs. Doing things this way means the changes 

come from people who can make decisions affecting one or more programs, and who can provide time 

to workers to educate themselves or be trained in youth engagement philosophy.  

 Each of these approaches has ups and downs, and sometimes a healthy mix works best. Really, 

it depends on the agency in question; some agencies will use front-line methods with great success, 

while others will find that working through management is most effective in spreading youth 

engagement. In both of these approaches, youth need to be involved at the heart of education and 

decision-making; coming from the group being served, and the one most affected by agency changes, 

youth have to share their ideas and thoughts for a truly engaging discourse around an agency.  

A FOND FAREWELL 

You have to let go to see if there was anything worth holding on to 

—Multiple Sources 

 The goals of this manual have been, at the heart, to give anyone reading it some idea of what 

youth engagement is about, why it’s effective, and how it can change people, agencies, and the whole 

system of providing services for the better. 

Representation for youth around the question 

of their needs is an intrinsic right; they have 

voice, it just needs to be acknowledged and 

supported. A supportive, empowering means 

of giving youth what they need to raise 

themselves up and be strong is an amazing 

goal, especially for any youth-serving agency. 

It’s a long road, and the hope of everyone 

who’s worked on this manual is that it won’t 

stay the road less traveled, that in some small 

way YSB can contribute to making the lives of 

youth more positive, and can support all youth in empowering themselves by showing the need for this. 

We share our experiences as an agency, and the stories of some of our youth, in the hope that someday 

all agencies will have similar positive stories, and youth who are inspired to make the world a better 

place for their peers and for the youth who will follow them. Youth engagement is a framework, a 

philosophy, a means to an end, an idea, a road, and a host of other things; most of all, it’s a journey. 

Happy trails. 
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Afterword 

You now have an idea of the meat and potatoes of the Youth Engagement Program. Perhaps you’re 

feeling energized and ready to take on the world; maybe you’ve found yourself shaking your head at 

some of the more radical concepts you’re read; or maybe you see the merit but can’t imagine how you’d 

ever get your agency to run with this.  

When I joined my first advisory committee, the Youth Engagement Program wasn’t even officially its 

own program. There were several YACs, but they operated fairly autonomously from one another, 

advising on very exclusive issues, and usually led by a solitary staff person who was employed at that 

unit. The committees were respected throughout most of the larger agency, but we had limited contact 

with the staff that made up these programs. Certainly, some programs struggled with exercising youth 

engagement values: where I was employed in a peer-to-peer outreach program, for example, my co-

worker and I were engaged in a months-long debate with the adults over whether or not we needed a 

door on our office—it had formerly been a closet and it took us some time to explain to the adults that 

we needed a door for both security of our belongings, the confidentiality of our files, and most 

frustratingly, to stop staff members from storing their bikes in front of our desks. 

Little by little, however, the potpourri of projects, committees, and events that were youth-led started 

to come together. Our successes spoke for themselves, and we strengthened connections with staff 

teams. Youth Engagement, as a philosophy, looks different throughout the agency, depending on 

mandates, policies, funding, and regulations; but it is present and progressively more consistent 

throughout our organization.  

My experience has been that nowhere in the agency are YSB’s values as integrated into daily work as in 

a youth engagement program. ‘Power with’, ‘choice’, ‘accountability’, ‘transparency’…these and the rest 

of our values are a constant rhythm within the youth engaging programs, and it echoes through the 

organization, causing minute shifts in consciousness like sand shifting after the rumble of an explosion. 

You may start with humble beginnings—a small event, a three-person committee, a single workshop—

but with persistence, others will join your cause and together you will shake the ground.  

Remember that an adult can, and should, acknowledge the power imbalance that is inherent in an adult-

youth relationship. By acknowledging that you, as an adult, have more power, you hold yourself 

accountable for the methods in which you use it. An adult can use her power to keep the dynamism of 

the youth from being suffocated by red tape. She can act as an umbrella to keep the rain off the parade. 

She can also utilize her power to advocate for the ideas of the youth and break down barriers that are 

easier (and safer) for her to challenge than the youth alone. And she can use the power of her years of 

wisdom to share cautions, history, and lessons with the youth. 

When I was a committee member, I became notorious for entering into any debate with both guns 

blazing. I was so used to having to demand what I wanted that I was unskilled in methods of diplomacy, 

subtlety, and tact. My committee’s adult leader was instrumental in helping me to understand that not 
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every barrier need be demolished so aggressively, and that I had the smarts to win people’s minds 

without throwing down the gauntlet at every encounter. The role of an adult supporter of youth 

engagement is incredibly important, and while it may sometimes be thankless, difficult work, the less 

tangible rewards are great.  

I did not (nor do I believe I will) fulfill my childhood dream of being prime minister. I did, however, 

become the first person in my family to graduate from college. I chose social work, because I knew what 

it was like to be isolated, disempowered, and without an adult advocate…and I wanted to be sure that 

fewer youth would have to experience the world the way I had. At sixteen years of age, I had dropped 

out of high school and was more or less homeless; at the age of eighteen, I joined a committee made up 

of similar ‘forgotten’ youth and we learned to speak up, stand up, and build our community; at the age 

of twenty-four, I graduated from the Social Service Worker program at Algonquin College, on the dean’s 

list for every semester; I now work for the agency that I used to volunteer for, working with the next 

generation of youth. I believe that my former adult leader should look back on the work she did to help 

me hone my skills, and should know that my success is also her success.  

Prime minister certainly pays better, but I’m certain my career offers the greater rewards.  

My parting thought to you is this: replace the ‘youth’ in ‘youth engagement’ with any other 

demographic descriptive word—‘women’, ‘new Canadian’, ‘older adult’, etc. Really what we are talking 

about here is engaging people. Because the only true expert on an experience is the person who is living 

it, and they deserve to be engaged in their communities and agencies. Truly, if more populations were 

given a chance to be engaged in these ways…if we could learn to share power with everyone…what an 

incredible untapped resource we would find.  

Take it one step at a time, enjoy the journey you are embarking upon, and choose your battles wisely. I 

applaud you on the start of an incredible, paradigm-shifting adventure. 

 

Jordan Kent 
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