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Introduction

Purpose

This document has been developed to provide individuals
and groups with guidance on how best to make youth
engagement a meaningful practice within their organization.
We want organizations to reach a point where the ideas and
opinions of youth are sought out, valued and carefully
considered. The value of adult-youth partnerships lies in the
strengths, talents and abilities that each can offer. Through
youth engagement, we believe that New Brunswickers will be
more united and our communities made stronger.

Our Process

This document is the result of an ongoing collaboration
between youth and adult allies from across New Brunswick.
It is led by St. Thomas University’s Centre for Research on
Youth at Risk/Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement,
Youth Matters/Students Commission of Canada, and the
Office of the Child and Youth Advocate.

Youth and adult policy makers in New Brunswick gathered in
February 2010, to discuss the various initiatives that were
being touted as “youth engagement”, in order to find a
common understanding and definition. The group decided on
the Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement’s definition
as the starting point:

Youth Engagement is the meaningful participation and
sustained involvement of a young person in an activity, with a
focus outside of him or herself”

-Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement

“If youth are truly engaged, listened to and mentored so they
can confidently express themselves, we will see youth not
simply as leaders of tomorrow, but leaders of today.”

-Youth Forum Participant



At the end of March 2010, a group of young people from
Fredericton and Saint John gathered for a full-day forum to
further clarify some of the key issues that surround the
practice of youth engagement, as pointed out in academic
literature. Discussion groups looked at the following issues:
“tokenism?”; civic engagement; youth-adult partnerships; and
youth stereotypes. Some of the main themes that emerged
from these discussions included:

Tokenism: When adults select a “token” youth to speak for
all youth, it diminishes the self-esteem and the voice of
other young people. The “youth voice” should be shared by
all youth, because no one youth can speak for all youth. If
the “youth voice” is shared, there is no power imbalance
among young people.

Civic Engagement: It is essential to address the issues that
surround youth alienation in the political arena. More
involvement, in terms of civic education and a stronger
“youth voice”, would offer young people a sense of
responsibility and respect. This would prompt youth to self-
educate and become involved early-on, to ensure that they
can lead on issues of importance when they are of voting
age.

Youth-adult partnerships: An adult ally was defined as
someone who is: open-minded; non-judgmental; a good
listener; creates opportunities; a partner to youth;
approachable; gives guidance with restraint; believes in
youth; cares about youth; and, has helpful experience.

Youth stereotypes: Youth are often portrayed negatively in
New Brunswick media. This leads to misunderstanding,
discrimination, and creates a blanket of stereotypes and
biases about youth. Because of this, the New Brunswick
“youth voice” is not valued, not included and not
meaningful. Breaking down stereotypes and creating
positive images of youth will lead to more youth
volunteerism, more youth leaders, and more student-run
programs. It will also communicate that youth are valued
contributors in their communities.




Drawing on the information that was gathered from the
Youth Engagement Forum, an adult-youth forum was held
in April 2010, at St. Thomas University. Diverse groups of
youth, and youth friendly organizations shared their insights
on the practice of youth engagement in New Brunswick.
This forum provided an opportunity for other interested
organizations to join the initial steering committee, to move
forward and encourage other organizations to recognize the
benefits of youth engagement.

The steering committee met to debrief the adult-youth
forum and decided that it would be important to create a
“document of principles” of youth engagement. This
process would be youth led, and adult supported. The
document that follows has been written by youth with the
support of adult allies.

Why Youth Engagement Now?
A series of events...

1) Our own process had revealed that a number of
youth-friendly organizations have attempted to
practice youth engagement without clear guidelines.

2)  During youth consultations conducted by the former
NB Youth Strategy, youth engagement was identified
as one of the top three areas that needed to be
addressed by both the provincial government and
community organizations.

3) On August 12, 2010, the United Nations launched the
International Year of Youth. Youth engagement was
promoted as a vehicle to address the ideals of peace,
respect for human rights and freedoms and solidarity,
related to the theme of the year “Dialogue and Mutual
Understanding”.



Youth Engagement has Many Important Benefits
for Youth, Adults, and our Communities

Here is what youth forum participants had to say about the value of Youth
Engagement for themselves, for adults, and for their communities.

Youth
“You can connect with adults who can help you
make a difference.”

“Training opportunities are available for personal
fulfillment, skills development and capacity
building.”

“Increased awareness of services and programs
available in their communities.”

Communities

“Youth Engagement allows programs and services for
youth to be informed by youth, instead of adults
dictating to youth what they think they need.”

“When youth contribute to solutions to improve their
community, it is not only a better place for all, but adults
begin to see youth as a relevant and positive part of
society.”

“You know you are doing youth engagement when
alienated youth move from being outsiders in their ' @
communities to empowered citizens.”

Adults

“It improves intergenerational relationships.”
“Youth Engagement eliminates stereotypes
about youth, adults, and what youth
engagementis.”

“Youth Engagement reaches its highest level
when the adult community naturally, without
prompting, works alongside youth as equals. It
becomes a natural way of doing business.”




Hart’s Ladder of Participation

Rung 8: Young people and adults share decision-making

Rung 7: Young people lead and initiate action

Rung 6: Adult-initiated, shared decisions with
young people

Rung 5: Young people consulted and informed
Rung 4: Young people assigned and informed

Rung 3: Young people tokenized

Rung 2: Young people are decoration

Rung 1: Young people are
manipulated

Note: Hart explains that the last three rungs are non-participation.

Adapted from Hart, R. (1992). Children’s Participation from Tokenism to
Citizenship. Florence: UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre

Created by The Freechild Project - http:/reechild.org



Summary of Guiding Principles

Principle #1: Youth Engagement is Best Achieved Through a Positive Youth
Development Approach Building on Youth Assetfs

Principle #2: Create a Safe and Comfortable Atmosphere

Principle #3: Always Be Flexible and Innovative

Principle #4: One Youth Cannot Represent all Youth

Principle #5: Inclusiveness of People and Experiences is Essential

Principle #8: Increase Participation Through Mutual Motivation




Principle #1

Youth Engagement is Best Achieved Through a
Positive Youth Development Approach Building on
Youth Assets

“Adults must not be too focused
on “empowering youth. They
must truly acknowledge youth as
a valuable resource already.”

- Forum Participant



Principle #2

Create a Safe and Comfortable Atmosphere

People are more likely to fulfill
their potential when they feel
that their ideas will be
respected and acknowledged.




Principle #3

Always Be Flexible and Innovative

Flexibility is important because despite a best

laid plan, sometimes situations arise that may

derail the plan. In order to maintain a process

of engagement, the ability to adapt on the spot
is important.

Youth and adults must commit to being open to
new ideas and have a willingness to explore
areas of interest, encourage curiosity among
participants, and look for innovative ways to
interact.

“When different barriers are broken
down, more innovative solutions can
be achieved and youth engagement
will be enabled. “ - Youth Forum
Participant
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Principle #4

One Youth Cannot Represent All Youth

Youth Engagement should include
all youth and offer opportunities to
those who feel underrepresented
and enable them to have a say in
issues that affect them.”

- Youth Forum Participant




Principle #5

Inclusiveness of People and their Experience is Essential

New ways of thinking flourish when diverse groups of youth and adults are involved.

“The challenge is to
encourage youth to initiate
engagement and not just
always the same youth (i.e.
natural leaders, student
councils) to be able to reach
other youth as they have
important contributions to
make as well!”

-Youth Forum Participant

13



Defining Ageism:

“Ageism” is defined as the negative stereotyping and systematic devaluation of people solely

because of their age.

We need to think about the ways that we How do stereotypes make people feel?

stereotype groups of people. For example, °
to generalize all Canadians as “polite” is to
suggest that we can account for about 33
million people. Similarly, teenagers
(between the ages of 13 and 19), who ®
account for about 1.5 billion people

worldwide, should not have personality

characteristics ascribed to them based on .
age.

Less valued than someone else

Like they don’t matter

Low in confidence

If you tell someone something
enough times about themselves, they
will start to believe it

Like they're always wrong

(From youth forum discussion)
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Principle #7

Prepare and Be Prepared

“Prepare youth for engagement so
that they are not as intimidated.
Provide more comprehensive
information outside of simply
handing out pamphlets.”

- Youth Forum Participant

When things don’t go as smoothly as you might expect, remember to be flexible and innovative! (Principle 3)
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Principle #8

Increase Participation Through Mutual Motivation

“There is an issue with adults
making youth feel that they
should be thankful to be
offered the opportunity to be
engaged or invited to be
engaged — not on equal
footing or a partner in
decision-making.”

-Youth Forum Participant
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