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Executive Summary The Laidlaw Foundation believes in using its resources to strengthen civic engagement and social cohesion. Recreation is one the areas of interest within the Foundation’s Youth Engagement Programme. In 1999, a series of consultations with representatives from the recreation sector identified the need for study of youth engagement practices. This study, Youth as Decision-Makers: Effective Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation, has been designed to fulfill this need. The study explores current practices in youth engagement and provides advice for organizations interested in developing and evaluating youth engagement initiatives.



at a variety of levels ranging from limited ad hoc input through to youth initiated and controlled organizations. The literature contains numerous resource documents and articles on how to support and encourage effective youth engagement. There does not appear to have been as much emphasis to date on exploring who is engaged in governance in decision-making and how to overcome the systemic barriers that some youth face, particularly disadvantaged youth. In recreation, youth tend to be engaged in governance in decision-making at one of three levels: youth-run programs; youth councils and committees; or youth on boards and governance bodies. Youth-run organizations are a relatively rare phenomenon in the recreation field.



Study Approach and Scope The study involved a number of key tasks including a review of literature on youth engagement in governance and a scan of the range of practice in youth engagement in governance in the recreation setting. Four case studies of youth engagement in governance in organizations having a recreation component were conducted. The focus of the study has been on exploring the range of approaches to youth engagement in governance. Due to the limited data available, the study is limited in its capacity to draw broad conclusions about the relative effectiveness of different engagement methods.



Case Studies of Youth Engagement in Governance



■



The Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force, an interesting example of a youth group being an advisory group to a governing body;



Findings from the Literature and Practice Scan



■



The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club in the City of London, in which a youth member sits on the governing body;



■



The “Flipside” Mobile Skateboard Park and Youth Centre in the Town of Caledon, which is a largely youth-governed program; and



■



The Regional Multicultural Youth Council (RMYC) in the City of Thunder Bay, which is an almost solely youth-governed organization.



The literature scan suggests that there is growing interest nationally and internationally in enabling meaningful youth participation in decision-making. The reasons and benefits of youth engagement in governance and decision-making have been identified in the literature. They include: skill development and social interaction for youth; better decision-making, strategy implementation and return on investment for organizations working with youth; reduced conflict and mistrust in communities; and a more civil and participatory society. The literature notes that youth are involved



Four case studies, representing a range of types of youth engagement in governance in decisionmaking in recreation were conducted. These case studies illustrate the diversity of approaches and provide some emerging findings about youth engagement in governance. The four case studies undertaken included:



Some of the key findings emerging from the case studies are described below: ■



Demonstrating the Benefits: A broad range of benefits is attributed loosely to youth engagement (benefits to youth, organization and the
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community), but there is no clear long-term evidence or quantification of these benefits.



Youth as Decision-Makers: Advice for Organizations



■



Different Time Horizons: Youth have a very different time horizon from adults. For the youth consulted, short term is a matter of days or weeks, long term is a matter of months. Youth have a strong interest in seeing immediate action and their tolerance for long term planning is often limited.



■



The Confidence/Age to Engage: Many youth felt that youth have to have a certain capacity/level of self-confidence to engage effectively in governance and decision-making. While age thresholds may not be appropriate, many felt that the age of 15 or 16 is often when youth reach the age where they may be respected by other youth and engage effectively with adults.



There are many reasons why organizations should consider engaging youth in governance. These include: the fact that youth are affected by an organization, should give them the right to some say in how it is run; enabling youth to develop critical social and leadership skills; tapping into the unique perspective and capacities of youth including creativity and energy for action; making better decisions and wise investments in programs and services related to youth; reducing conflict and mistrust within communities; and the equipping of youth to become more active members and citizens in the community in the future.



■



High Achievers vs. Consumers: In some organizations the core leadership group consists of high achievers (often girls) who may be active in many other community leadership roles. They are often not well-connected to, or representative of, the primary consumers of youth programs or services.



■



Constant Turnover: Constant youth turnover poses a significant challenge for engaging youth in governance and decision-making. The ongoing turnover means that there is a constant need for recruitment, training and staff support.



■



Youth to Youth Dynamics: Youth culture is diverse. Within an organization there may be very different types of youth, each having their own issues and ways of communicating and working together. This diversity means that “one size fits all” approaches to engaging youth are unlikely to be effective.



■



One is Not Enough: Placing one youth on a board to represent youth as a constituency is unlikely to be effective. Youth suggested that if you are to have a place “at the table” it should be at least three or four places. Alternative structures may need to be established to represent the diversity of youth interests and to ensure that youth voices are heard.



■



Behind the Scenes Staff Support: Even in organizations where youth have significant decision-making powers, staff support is seen as absolutely critical. Staff provide continuity and essential knowledge of how organizational and community systems work.



If organizations are to successfully engage youth in governance in decision-making, they need to put in place appropriate strategies and structures which recognize the diversity of youth; recognize the stages of youth; are responsive to youth time horizons; and avoid tokenism. Essential strategies that need to be in place include: clarifying the expectations of youth regarding the scope of governance; providing effective orientation and learning opportunities for youth and adults; providing ongoing staff support; tailoring the time and place of youth engagement initiatives to youth needs; and providing effective recognition of the contribution of youth.



Future Directions This study has been exploratory in nature. Looking ahead, a number of important issues warrant further exploration including assessment of the relative effectiveness of different types of youth engagement models. Other potential areas to be explored include: the development of better strategies for engaging marginalized or disadvantaged youth in governance; developing a business case for managers to help them understand why the allocation of resources to youth engagement is important; and conducting broader based longitudinal research on the benefits of youth engagement in governance. ❑
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1. Introduction BACKGROUND The Laidlaw Foundation believes in using its resources to strengthen civic engagement and social cohesion. It is committed to building better environments to enable all children and youth, particularly those youth who must overcome systemic barriers, to achieve their potential and creativity. Recreation is one of the areas of interest within the Foundation’s Youth Engagement Programme. The Foundation’s interest in recreation lies in the belief that recreation provides alternative forms of learning for youth and opportunities for engagement, that can ultimately be used to teach skills that promote civic engagement. In 1999, a series of consultations with representatives from the recreation sector identified the need for a study of youth engagement practices. This study, Youth as Decision-Makers: Effective Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and DecisionMaking in Recreation, has been designed to explore current practices in youth engagement; build a practical framework that helps to identify best practices; and develop a tool that will assist organizations in developing and evaluating youth engagement initiatives. Susan Wright, a partner of The Randolph Group, was hired to undertake the study under the leadership of an Advisory Group. A list of the members of the Advisory Group is included in Appendix A. The Advisory Group represented a broad range of constituent groups (youth, recreation practitioners and managers, academics, and others with an interest in youth engagement). The Advisory Group provided valuable insights throughout the study process.



■



The development of a framework for exploring youth engagement in governance.



■



Four case studies of youth engagement in governance in organizations having a recreation component. The organizations examined included: the Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force; the Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club in the City of London; the “Flipside” Mobile Skateboard Park and Youth Centre in the Town of Caledon; and the Regional Multicultural Youth Council in Thunder Bay (all are located in Ontario, Canada).



■



Identification of lessons learned and best practices.



■



Development of a tool for organizations interested in developing and evaluating youth engagement initiatives.



STUDY SCOPE The focus of the study has been on exploring the range of approaches to youth engagement in governance. The primary sources of information are literature and four case studies. Since each of the case studies conducted represents a unique type and purpose, the study is limited in its capacity to draw broad conclusions about the relative effectiveness of different engagement methods. ❑



STUDY APPROACH The study involved a number of key tasks including: ■



A review of literature on youth engagement in governance and a scan of the range of practice in youth engagement in governance in a recreation setting.
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2. An Overview of Youth Engagement in Governance: Findings from A Literature and Practice Scan ing that the necessary gender-sensitive measures are taken in order to attain equal access of young women and young men and by creating the conditions necessary for the fulfillment of their civic duties;



The first stage of the study involved a scan of literature on current research and practices in youth engagement in governance and decision-making, as well as a scan of the range of practice within recreation. The literature scan suggests there is growing interest nationally and internationally in enabling meaningful youth participation in decision-making. The motivations for engaging youth are highly variable and include: skill development for youth; better organizational strategy and implementation; reduced conflict and mistrust; and a more civil and participatory society. There is a growing body of analysis of different types of youth engagement, and effective strategies, but relatively little is known about the long-term outcomes.



• Promoting education, training in democratic processes and the spirit of citizenship and civic responsibility of young women and young men with the view to strengthening and facilitating their commitment to, participation in and full integration into society; and • Facilitating access by youth to legislative and policy-making bodies, through their representatives, in order to involve them closely in the formulation, execution, followup, monitoring and evaluation of youth activities and programmes and to ensure their participation in development. Source: United Nations, Lisbon Declaration on Youth Policies and Programmes, 1998.



The scan of practice suggests that the recreation sector tends to engage youth primarily as program deliverers and advisors. There are relatively few instances of youth-run organizations.



GROWING INTEREST IN YOUTH ENGAGEMENT



■



An article on the International Youth Foundation’s web site suggests: “There is a growing recognition that young people are a key piston in the twin engines of civic engagement and community development. There is deepening understanding that engaging young people in civic life and community problem solving is a key ingredient of youth development. People from a variety of vantage points are ready to act. What will it take?” Source: Karen J. Pittman, Young People in A.C.T.I.O.N., International Youth Foundation



■



In the United States, there has been a growing interest in youth in governance.



A scan of the literature reveals a growing interest in youth involvement and governance both internationally and nationally. ■



Since the International Youth Year in 1985, there have been numerous international and United Nations conferences and declarations supporting the need for meaningful youth participation in decision-making. For example, the Lisbon Declaration on Youth Policies and Programmes, adopted at the World Conference of Ministers Responsible for Youth in August 1998 made the following commitments (among others): • Ensuring and encouraging the active participation of youth in all spheres of society and in decision-making processes at the national, regional and international levels and ensur-
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• In 1996, two groups known as Community Partnerships with Youth INC and Youth on Board convened a group of youth workers and young leaders at the Wingspread Conference Center in Racine, Wisconsin, to
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talk about how to build a national movement for youth in governance. They envisioned a world where young people are invited to sit at the table as full partners, wherever decisions that affect them are being made. • In September, 1998, youth workers and young leaders gathered at the National 4-H Council Center to serve as a Design Team for a new initiative focused on youth in decisionmaking. The Design Team helped to shape the work of a group known as At the Table by defining and prioritizing needs, setting a common vision, and developing a partnership agreement for interested organizations and individuals. Source: National 4-H Council, “At the Table”, November 1999. ■



In Canada, there appears to be a growing interest in the role of youth in public policymaking as suggested by: • The emergence of youth councils, advisory committees, and youth advocacy groups; • The participation of youth on governing bodies such as school boards; and



youth involvement and participation in decision-making.



WHY ENGAGE YOUTH? The rationale for youth engagement in governance and decision-making often begins with a focus on human rights. The UN Convention on the Rights of the Child states: “[Countries] shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child.” (Article 12) “The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds, regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art or through any other media of the child’s choice.” (Article 13) Many reasons for and benefits of youth engagement in governance and decision-making have been identified in the literature. See Figure 2.1 below.



• Studies recently completed or underway on



Figure 2.1: Reasons for Youth Engagement Cited in the Literature For YOUTH • Skill development: youth can learn and develop important social and leadership skills • Social interaction: youth can meet people and develop relationships



For an ORGANIZATION • Better decision-making: organizations can make better decisions on youth-related matters – youth provide a “reality check” and “creativity, energy and fresh perspectives” 1 • Better strategy and implementation: organizations can develop and implement strategies more smoothly and effectively • Better return on investment: resources spent on youth may be more likely to result in desired outcomes



For the COMMUNITY • Reduced conflict and mistrust: 2 building bridges between youth and adults and combating negative perceptions and stereotypes of youth • A more civil and participatory society: youth are equipped to become more active members in their communities



Sources: 1 Parks and Recreation Ontario, Together with Youth – Planning Recreation Services for Youth-at-Risk, 1999. 2 Haid, Marques and Brown, Refocusing the Lens: Assessing the Challenge of Youth Involvement in Public Policy, 1999.
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A U.S. group known as “At the Table” cites nine reasons for involving youth in decision-making: diversity, democracy, the bottom line, civil rights,



youth development, long-term growth, organizational culture, community outreach, and integrity. Source: National 4-H Council, At the Table, 1999.



WAYS YOUTH ARE ENGAGED The different levels of youth engagement have been described in the literature in various ways. Two examples are profiled in Figure 2.2.



Figure 2.2: Levels of Youth Engagement Identified in the Literature Young People’s Participation 1



A Continuum of Youth Involvement 2



8. Young Person-Initiated, Shared Decisions with Adults (usually older youth incorporating adults into projects they design and manage)



5. Young People Consulted and Informed (projects designed and run by adults but young people understand the process and their opinions are treated seriously)



6. Control: Control implies that young people make all or many of the crucial decisions within the organization, from policy and programming to financial management and hiring and firing of staff. Total control is rare, except in organizations which are only open to young people or which are youth-initiated, developed and managed. 5. Negotiation: In negotiation, young people and the rest of the organization each contribute their ideas, information and perspectives and decisions are reached by consensus and compromise. This implies that young people have some bargaining power and that decisions are acceptable to all parties.



4. Assigned but Informed (adult-initiated and run but young people understand the intentions, know who made the decisions, and why, have a meaningful role and volunteer after the project is explained)



4. Delegation: Young people are provided with real responsibility for undertaking particular tasks of an organization. Clear guidelines must be provided and there must be a mutual understanding of the extent of power that young people have.



3. Tokenism (adult-initiated and run and young people seem to have a voice, but no choice about subject, no chance to form own opinion)



3. Influence: This involves some formal, structured input in order to ensure at least a minimum level of influence on the organization.



2. Decoration (adult-initiated and run with young people who have no understanding about event, no say in organizing and adults using young people without pretending young people initiated event)



2. Structured Consultation: This involves deliberately developing a strategy to seek young people’s opinions about what they need, what problems they face or what strategies might be able to respond. Consultation implies a two-way flow of information and ideas.



7. Young Person-Initiated and Directed (young people beginning and managing their own project without adult participation) 6. Adult-Initiated, Shared Decisions with Young People (true participation)



1. Manipulation (adult-initiated and run with young people having no understanding of issues and actions, or young people consulted but given no feedback, but adults pretend young people are participating)



1. Ad hoc Input: At this end of the continuum, an environment is established where young people are able to contribute their ideas or information about their needs.



Source: 1 R.A. Hart, Children’s Participation from Tokenism to Citizenship 2 Australian Youth Foundation, Youth Partnership and Participation, 1996
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Two recent Canadian publications developed typologies for describing youth involvement in governance and decision-making. These typologies shown in Figure 2.3 differentiate youth involvement in governance in terms of: the organizational form (e.g. governing boards, committees); the level of youth autonomy; and the geographic/political scope. Figure 2.3: Typologies for Youth Involvement in Governance and Decision-Making 1. Youth Representatives on Governing Boards 2. Youth Representatives on Standing or Ad-Hoc Committees 3. Youth Advisory Committees 4. Formal Consultations of Youth 5. Delegation of Programs or Services to Youth Management Douglas S. McCall, Selected Case Studies of Youth Involvement in Public Decision-Making, Centre on Community and School Health, Canadian Association for School Health for the Childhood and Youth Division, Health Canada, 1998 or 1999.



Youth-run



Level Youth Authority



At an International Youth Foundation meeting, youth from various countries described ways that they participate: ■ Administrators. In some cases, young people are entrusted with carrying out basic administration through activities ranging from bookkeeping and typing to conducting research and collecting data… In doing so, they play an integral role in carrying out the program’s day-today activities, while developing marketable skills they can use to secure employment later on... ■ Advocates. Through the formation of unions, participation in public rallies and campaigns, and contributions to policy papers and public debates, young people play an important role in advocating for their own rights and calling for action on urgent social issues… ■ Counsellors/Peer to Peer Support. Within many program settings, young people are trained as counsellors who listen and advise their peers on issues such as drug and alcohol use, sexuality, parent-child relationships, peer pressure, trouble at school, and other causes of anxiety and depression… ■ Decision-makers. While few examples were given of young people participating on the boards of youth-serving NGOs, several effective models of youth-led structures within organizations were given… ■ Income generators. Through activities such as sewing, carpentry, growing produce, and serving food at a youth-run restaurant, young people learn valuable skills, earn money for themselves, and often help finance program activities… ■ Monitoring and evaluation. While certainly not the rule in most programs, examples were given of young people who help monitor and evaluate program goals and activities on an ongoing basis… ■ Planners. In a number of cases, young people referred to their role in assisting to plan program activities designed for them and their peers, although this was an area in which most conference participants expressed a need for improvement… Source: Excerpts from: International Youth Foundation, Youth Participation: Challenges and Opportunities, 1996 Meeting Report.



Youth Wing



Youth-adult organization



Created for Youth Local



Provincial



National Int’l/Foreign



Geographic/Political Scope



Phillip Haid, Elder C. Marques & Jon Brown, Refocusing the Lens: Assessing the Challenge of Youth Involvement in Public Policy, The Ontario Secondary School Students’ Association (OSSSA) and the Institute On Governance (IOG), June 1999.
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WHO TENDS TO BE ENGAGED The types of youth who are engaged or should be engaged has not been given as much attention. ■



There does not appear to have been as much emphasis on exploring who is engaged in governance and decision-making.



■



The issues of age, gender, ethnicity, income level and “at-risk” are often not explored in the literature or in case studies.



■



A number of articles note the challenge: “The young people who volunteer the most quickly will tend to be the loudest, most assertive or most confident. To ensure equability in participation, you may need to go to other young people and find strategies that will give them the space, time and resources to participate.” 1 Source: 1 Australian Youth Foundation, Youth Partnership & Participation, 1998.



HOW/HOW NOT TO ENGAGE YOUTH The literature contains numerous resource documents and articles on how to support and encourage effective youth engagement. ■



At a “system level”, it has been argued that there are a number of components necessary to support youth engagement:



Source: 1 Hoover and Weisenbach, Youth Leading Now! Securing a Place at the Table, New Designs for Youth Development, Summer 1999. ■



There are a growing number of resources available on what is necessary to enable/support effective youth engagement and on the barriers to effective participation. For example, the Canadian Mental Health Association resource, Working with Young People identifies common barriers: • False and negative assumptions about the abilities and insights of youth; • Youth inexperience with successful participation in decision-making; • Resistance of organizations and individuals to change; • Attempts to fit young people into adult structures; • Tendency to identify youth participation with one person in the agency rather than recognizing it as a collective responsibility; • The slow pace of change; • Turnover among young people; and • The location and times of meetings.



• Public policy. Promotes local legislation to allow young people to serve on non-profits boards and local governing bodies. • Youth training. Encourages young people to stand up and assert themselves, and take advantage of opportunities that do exist. • Adult training. Enlightens naysayers around the concept of youth involvement, and provides education on the special needs of youth, who are most often newcomers to formal organizations. • Public relations. Ensures that the concept of youth “at the table” is portrayed as a positive, forward-looking movement in the media, and that its coverage gets increased.1 12
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A recent U.S. article highlights “do’s and don’ts” of youth/adult governance.



Figure 2.4: Do’s and Don’ts of Youth/Adult Governance DO



DON’T



■ Seek approval from the adult members of the



■ Provide an opportunity for the youth unless the



board before placing a youth on the board.



board and staff clearly want youth involvement on the board.



■ Match the board and the youth. Honor the com■ Appoint a young person to meet a quota. Select



mitments, interest, availability of youth to serve.



youth with the same discrimination as adult board members.



■ Select mentors with care. Do they have the



commitment and time to help their mentee? ■ Don’t appoint a mentor unless they have the ■ Provide time for the mentor/mentee to get to



time, commitment, and a desire to assist young people. (Another option is a comentorship arrangement with another board member.)



know one another prior to board attendance. Provide an orientation to the organization and the board prior to the first meeting.



■ Expect the youth to understand board protocol ■ Provide training for the youth and the adults.



completely or to be comfortable with a room full of new adults, already experienced in their role.



Be prepared to treat the youth as equal partners with adults.



■ Assume everyone will know how to work together. ■ Plan with the youth how they will get to meetings. ■ Expect that the mentee has transportation avail■ Include the mentee in all mailings and informa-



able to attend the board meeting, or that he/she can attend a noon meeting.



tion sent to the adult board members. ■ Call the mentee both before and after the meeting



■ Treat the mentee as an observer on the board.



to answer questions or concerns. ■ Forget that you serve as a role model for youth.



Plan that role carefully and make a difference! Source: 1 Hoover and Weisenbach, Youth Leading Now! Securing a Place at the Table, New Designs for Youth Development, Summer 1999.



The Institute on Governance provides ideas to help youth succeed in influencing public policy: ■



Understand the political processes and the art of influence;



■



Develop a clear mandate and focus, and know who your constituency is;



■



Develop strategies to manage the loss of organizational capital;



■



Create an effective communications strategy;



■



Balance the inherent tension between safeguarding complete autonomy and successfully influencing policy;



■



To gain legitimacy, produce policy-relevant work and be responsive to the needs and views of your membership;



■



Learn how to seek out diverse funding sources and implement sound financial management practices;



■



Build partnerships with like-minded individuals and groups, including intergenerational collaboration; and



■



Empower all members of the organization rather than just those at the top.



YOUTH AS DECISION-MAKERS Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation •



13



RESULTS OF THE PRACTICE SCAN The practice scan has identified a broad range of types of youth engagement in governance and decision-making in recreation. In recreation (broadly defined), youth tend to be engaged in governance and decision-making at one of the three levels. ■



Youth-Run Programs in which youth plan and implement programs (may be recreation only or include a recreation component). Youth may play a variety of roles (advocacy, management, fund-raising, staffing, etc.) and are generally supported by/facilitated by one or two youth workers.



■



Youth/Councils Committees: These may be broad-based (e.g. all youth issues) or recreationfocused and tend to be advisory to other committees, councils or boards. They are often supported by a staff/facilitator.



■



Youth on Boards/Governance Bodies: In these cases, youth are “at the table” with adults on formal making decision bodies.



The practice scan provided some examples of youthrun recreation programs across Canada: — see chart, next page
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Examples of “Youth-Run Programs” Organization/Location



Nature of “Youth-Run Programs”



City of Surrey, British Columbia



• Youth empowered to design, build and fund their own skateboard park.



City of Thunder Bay, Ontario



• Youth empowered in running alternative sport activities — skateboarding, trick cycling.



YMCA of Greater Toronto/Etobicoke Centre with Toronto District School Board



• Youth involved in governance of Etobicoke Youth Resource.



City of Toronto, Parks and Recreation



• Numerous examples of youth involved in planning and running programs.



Town of Newmarket



• Youth involved in design, programming and running a youth centre.



Town of Caledon



• Youth run a mobile skateboard park.



Youth councils, committees and advisory groups perform a variety of roles.



Examples of “Youth Councils/Committees” Organization/Location



Nature of “Youth Councils/Committees”



City of Nepean



• Nepean Youth Committee – reports to City’s General Policy and Administration Committee – develops project-based solutions to youth issues.



Vancouver Youth Voices



• Coalition of over 20 youth-serving agencies, adult supporters, individuals and youth. Youth-driven. Connect youth with govern ment and community organizations looking for youth input.



Town of Port Hope



• Youth Steering Committee appointed by Council is 50% adults and 50% youth. Also have a Youth Committee which is exclusively youth (supported by program manager).



Boys and Girls Club of Canada



• National Youth Council – provides representation for Boys and Girls Clubs youth at the National Level.



Brandon, Manitoba



• Youth Council established to implement youth activities and special events as part of Downtown Brandon Youth Recreation Program. Included youth from variety of backgrounds: young offenders, Aboriginal youth, religious youth group members.



City of Toronto



• Youth Cabinet established to work with the Children and Youth Advocate. Cabinet’s purpose is to ensure that youth issues become part of the City’s agenda.



There appear to be fewer examples of youth sitting on formal boards and governance bodies.



Organization/Location



Nature of Involvement



East Scarborough Boys and Girls Club (and other Boys and Girls Clubs)



• Two of 15 board members are intended to be youth.



British Columbia



• Premiers Youth Office sponsors a Youth on Boards initiative. Places youth on various government related boards, committees and advisory bodies.
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3. A Framework for Exploring Youth Engagement in Governance A key part of the study was the development of a framework to support the exploration and discussion of youth engagement in governance and decision framework. This framework is an initial attempt to highlight the critical dimensions that need to be explored if we are to fully understand youth engagement and develop effective strategies.



■



Outline some premises/hypotheses which need to be explored further (in part through the case studies to be conducted for this project); and



■



Provide a framework for investigation in the case studies.



For the purposes of this study, we have utilized the following definitions.



THE FRAMEWORK: PURPOSE, DEFINITIONS AND BUILDING BLOCKS



■



Youth: a stage of life broadly defined between the ages of 12 to 29, with an emphasis in this project on the under 20 age group.



The purpose of the “framework” is to:



■



Engagement: state of being involved at some point along a continuum. Engagement implies some form of dialogue: youth to someone; someone to youth.



■



Governance: the traditions, institutions and processes that control the policy and decisionmaking of an organization, a community, or a subset of these.



■



Provide a common language for the discussion of youth engagement in governance and decision-making;



■



Stimulate some debate regarding youth engagement among youth and organizations involved in recreation;



Figure 3.1: A Framework for Exploring Youth Engagement in Governance in Recreation Youth Interest and Capacity



1. Youth Interest in Recreation



Interactions



5. Perceptions



Expectations and Roles in



3. Expectations of Youth



6. Barriers



2. Youth Developmental Capacity



7. Supporting Strategies



4. Organizational Roles in Recreation



8. Outcomes
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■



Decision-making: the act of making judgments, conclusions, choices and/or decisions.



■



Recreation: involves learning through organized and unorganized activity in free time; encompasses a broad range of activities and interests (both structured and unstructured) which individuals pursue including arts, sports, outdoor activities, reading, technology-based and other recreational activities that individuals may pursue. For the purposes of this project, the “recreation sector” includes public and not-for-profit providers of recreation services and activities.



The framework for exploring youth engagement in governance and decision-making in recreation includes eight building blocks. Each is discussed further in the following sections.



YOUTH INTEREST AND CAPACITY Youth interest and involvement in recreation may take place at a number of levels along a continuum from “exploration” through to “contribution”. One of the areas for investigation is whether youth engaged in governance have passed through each of these phases of interest (i.e. is it a developmental path?).



Figure 3.2: Youth Interest in Recreation Exploration



Participation



■



Contribution



Youth Interest in Recreation



- Expressing oneself - Trying something new



- Socializing - Social exchange and social identity



- Leading by showing - Social mastery



- Shaping the world to address other’s needs - Social contribution



Youth Stance



- “Dropping in, dipping in”



- “Hanging out, being part of a team”



- “Leading the gang, being a buddy”



- “Shaping the future”



Example



- Creating a piece of art



- Being involved in a group activity



- Leaders-intraining



- Being a youth representative - Social advocacy



One of the more controversial issues surrounding youth engagement in governance is the issue of capacity. One of the identified barriers to organizations contemplating youth engagement in governance is assumptions about the capacity (or lack thereof) of youth to govern. Some adults may feel that youth lack some of the necessary capacities to govern, including: ■



Demonstration



Self-management capacity: The capacity to manage oneself and one’s emotions in a personally acceptable way (e.g. handle frustration, appropriate behaviours); Environmental adaptation capacity: The capacity to develop and modify behaviour, plans and



goals in the light of cues from the environment; ■



Values capacity: The capacity to take a stance or act on the basis of values or moral understanding/



It is generally understood that these capacities develop (not necessarily in a linear fashion) as a result of acquisition of skills and experience, growth of self awareness and acquisition of social values. The youth consulted during this project pointed out that it is inappropriate to generalize and associate these capacities with age. They noted that many “young youth” (i.e. early teens) may have these capacities, and that some adults may lack these capacities.
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create new systems; organizations may or may not have expectations of youth.



ORGANIZATIONAL EXPECTATIONS AND ROLES The expectations of youth will influence the nature and level of engagement in governance and decision-making. Organizations may have a variety of expectations of youth as described below:



In developing and evaluating youth engagement in governance, it is important to understand the organization’s expectations of youth. The roles that specific organizations play in recreation will also influence youth engagement in governance. Organizations or sub-sets within them may play one or more role in recreation.



■



Youth as participants: youth are seen as makers/creators of own experiences; organizational expectation is neutral or passive;



■



Youth as consumers: youth are recognized as receivers of services and products; organization recognizes youth satisfaction and youth choices as important and seeks input;



■



Deliverers: organization delivers recreation within framework established by others.



■



Planners/Developers: organization plans and develops recreation programs.



Youth as learners: youth participate in creation of recreation experience or production of recreation services; organization expects youth to act as observers or apprentice with the goal being self-improvement;



■



Advisors: organization responsible for advising deliverers, planners or governors.



■



Governors: organization responsible for policy-setting, funding and management oversight.



■



Networks: informal and formal groups working and/or connected together.



■



■



■



Youth as representatives: youth represent other youth as a constituency; organization expects one or more youth to bring voice of youth to the table; Youth as change agents: youth act outside traditional/formal systems to change system or



Youth engagement in governance and decisionmaking in recreation organization can take place in different ways and at different levels depending on the nature of organizational expectations and roles:



Figure 3.3: Potential Types of Youth Engagement in Governance in Recreation Change Agent



Expectations of Youth



Representative



Learner



Consumer



Youth create alternate programs



Youth plan alternate programs



Youth advocate to others



Youth create new leadership structures



Youth establish new ways of connecting (e.g. zines)



Youth part of program management as representatives



Youth sit on planning committee as representatives



Youth sit on advisory committee as representatives



Youth sit on boards as representatives



Youth voice included in networks and communications



Youth part of program management as learners



Youth sit on planning committee as learners



Youth sit on advisory committee as learners



Youth sit on boards as learners



Youth satisfaction with programs is sought



Youth consulted on program needs and options



Youth input sought by advisory committees



Youth input sought by boards/ governing bodies



Participant



Deliverers



Planners/Develops



Advisors



Governors



Networks
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INTERACTIONS: PERCEPTIONS, BARRIERS AND STRATEGIES In addition to understanding youth and the organizations, it was felt that one of the key areas for exploration was the interactions that take place between youth and organizations. In particular: what are the underlying mutual perceptions; what barriers exist that limit youth engagement in governance; and finally what strategies are used to offset these barriers. It may be helpful to understand and contrast the underlying perceptions and motivations of youth



and organizations. For example, youth motivations may include: “You’re irrelevant to my needs, you don’t understand me”; “you’re missing the boat, I have needs you’re not meeting” or “you’re not meeting my needs well”; and “we want to get involved, learn new skills, meet new people”. Organizational motivations may include: “we want to build a bridge with you/understand you”; “we want to know how to meet your needs/serve you better”; and “we want to teach you/help you to develop skills.” Youth engagement in governance and decisionmaking may be limited by a range of both simple and complex barriers. The types of barriers that need to be explored are outlined below.



Figure 3.4: Types of Barriers to Youth Engagement in Governance Barriers related to Demographics



Barriers Related to Socio-Economic Status



Barriers related to Time and Location



Barriers Related to Organizational Preparedness



Barriers Related to Youth Culture



• Youth not legally old enough to assume certain roles (e.g. voting member of Board of Directors)



• Disposable income



• Youth discretionary time to participate



• False assumptions about youth capacity (+ or -)



• Youth need for belonging to specific group



• Access to opportunities to participate in the first place



• Youth ability to attend day-time meetings



• Resistance to change



• Youth comfort level with different groups



• Youth turnover due to “aging”



• Ability to make sustained commitment given changing life situations



• Gender barriers and differences • Cultural barriers • Youth experience with organizational “protocols”



• Pressure to secure future economic wellbeing (e.g. parttime employment)



• Youth ability to physically get to meetings



• Lack of recognition of diversity of youth and their needs • Lack of clarity about expectations
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Youth engagement can be enhanced or constrained, depending on the presence or absence of supporting strategies. In examining and evaluating a youth engagement in governance initiative, it is important to investigate the types of supporting strategies in place. These strategies may include: ■



■



Changing Attitudes and Understanding of Youth:



■



Impacts on youth • On the youth directly engaged



• Valuing youth



• On other youth and youth culture



• Valuing youth voice



• On youth services and programs



Clarifying Expectations, Guidelines, Structures



■



Impacts on the organization



• Clarifying expectations and values



• On organizational leaders



• Provision of developmental opportunities



• On organizational directions, mission and mandate



• Establishing appropriate structures for the task (including selection and representation structures) Training and Supporting Youth • Providing orientation and ongoing training • Establishing mentor systems • Providing staff support to youth ■



Given the relatively recent history of youth engagement in governance, it is not surprising that there has been relatively little work to date on the outcomes of youth engagement. Further investigation of outcomes needs to look at a number of types of direct and indirect impacts including:



• Understanding youth development



• Defining clear mandates, roles and accountabilities



■



OUTCOMES



•



On organizational “success”



■



Impacts on the community • On perceptions of youth • On youth participation in community



■



Impacts on society • On preparing youth for citizenship • On social adaptation ❑



Training Adults • Providing orientation and ongoing training
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4. Case Studies of Youth Engagement in Governance Four case studies, representing a range of types of youth engagement in governance in recreation were conducted. These case studies, profiled in this section of the report, illustrate the diversity of approaches and provide some emerging findings about youth engagement in governance.



CASE STUDY OBJECTIVES AND TYPOLOGY The objectives of the case studies were to: develop a practical understanding of different forms of youth engagement in governance; explore the nature of the youth engagement initiative; and identify lessons learned and best practices. A basic typology was used to describe types of youth engagement and assist in selecting representative case studies as illustrated below:



Figure 4.1: Case Study Typology



1. Youth Advisory to Governing



2. Youth on Governing Body



4. Youth-Governed Organization



3. YouthGoverned Programs



Criteria for case study selection included:



studies included:



■



Involves some recreational activity;



■



■



Youth involved in more than a consumer, participant or learner mode;



Phone calls to key contact to confirm interest in participating;



■



Letter to organization advising them of initiative and requesting confirmation that they will participate;



■



Some evidence of use of supporting strategies;



■



Some evidence of significant direct and indirect impacts;



■



Initiative has been in place for more than one or two years (minimum); and



Telephone interview and request for advance information; and



■



Site visit combined with:



■



■



Organization or group is willing and able to participate and provide access to information and individuals involved (including youth).



The process for organizing and conducting the case



• Interviews with staff • Focus group and/or interviews with youth • Focus group and/or interviews with other “governors”, i.e. board or Council members.
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For each case study, the following basic information is provided wherever available: ■



History of the organization and/or youth engagement initiative;



■



Mission/Mandate of the organization and/or youth engagement initiative;



■



Programs and Services, a description of the primary youth programs and services;



■



Profile of Youth Served, a profile of the types of youth served by the organizations/ youth engagement initiative;



■



Profile of a Youth Involved in Governance and Decision-Making, a profile of the types of youth directly involved in the youth engagement initiative;



■



Organizational/Governance Approach, a description of the structure/ representation of youth; the appointment/selection process; and the governance and decision-making powers of youth;



■



■



Other Related Youth Engagement Initiatives, a description of related, “spin-off ”, or upcoming youth engagement initiatives.



OVERVIEW OF THE YOUTH ENGAGEMENT INITIATIVES AND THEIR COMMUNITIES Four specific case studies were undertaken, each representing a different type of engagement in governance:



Nature of Staff Support Provided, a description of the types and roles of staff assisting/ facilitating or supporting youth; and



■



Youth Advisory to Governing Body • Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force



■



Youth on Governing Body • Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club in the City of London



■



Youth-Governed Programs • “Flipside” Mobile Skateboard Park and Youth Centre in the Town of Caledon



■



Youth-Governed Organizations • Regional Multicultural Youth Council (RMYC) in City of Thunder Bay



The demographics of the communities in which case studies were conducted varied. ❑



Figure 4.2: Demographics of Case Study Communities Indicator



Town of Markham



City of London



Town of Caledon



City of Thunder Bay



Ontario



Total Population 1996



173,383



325,646



39,893



113,662



10,753,573



12.7%



4.5%



14.1%



-0.2%



Population growth 1991-96 (%) Total Area



212 sq. km.



438 sq. km.



686 sq. km.



323 sq. km.



916,734 sq. km.



Population Aged 5-14



26,445



43,915



6,400



14,700



1,480,055



% of Total Population Population Aged 15-19 % of Total Population Population Aged 20-24 % of Total Population Visible Minority Population



15% 14,550 8% 13,035 8% 79,780



13% 20,525 6% 24,510 8% 28,770



16% 2,755 7% 2,285 6% 1,410



13% 7,470 7% 8,065 7% 2,600



14% 698,000 6% 703,475 7% 1,682,045



% of Total Population



46%



9%



4%



2%



16%



1996 Unemployment Rate



7.4%



9.6%



5.2%



0.6%



9.1%



$31,285



$26,685



Average Total Income
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6.6%



$34,652



$26,243



$27,309
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TOWN OF MARKHAM MAYOR’S YOUTH TASK FORCE The Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force is representative of a growing number of comparable groups in communities across Ontario and elsewhere. These groups, established by governing bodies such as municipal councils, are given an advisory mandate. The Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force, in place since 1995, has evolved over that time frame. Much of the Task Force’s current focus is on planning events that raise awareness of youth and help address youth issues.



■ ■ ■ ■



Profile of Youth Served ■



■



History ■ ■



Mayor’s Youth Task Force formed in 1995 Shortly after four Area Youth Councils were formed – one for each area of Markham (Milliken, Markham Village, Unionville and Thornhill)



■



Purpose: “To provide local youth a voice to provide input and develop initiatives to enhance youth opportunities within the Town of Markham.” Mandate: • Act in an advisory capacity, provide advice on issues of concern to youth;



■



■ ■



Organizational/Governance Approach



• Raise awareness in the community through planned events, e.g. Youth Week, Youth Forums, Youth Job Fair; and



Structure/Representation



Programs and Services



■



■



Youth on the Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force range in age from about 11 to 18, though the majority are in their mid-teens. More females tend to be interested than males. Approximately 35% of Youth Task Force members are from visible minorities. Most of the youth involved are “academically inclined” and often have served in other youth leadership roles such as student councils.



• Act in an advocacy role, provide new ideas and views to Council and staff;



• Encourage youth participation within the community.



■



All youth in Markham are potentially served – primary mode of marketing programs and services is through high schools. Participation in Area Youth Councils varies – in some areas it is a mix of senior elementary (grades six to eight) and high school and in other areas one of these groups predominates.



Profile of Youth Involved in Governance & Decision-Making



Mission/Mandate ■



tained by youth members of Task Force. Youth Week in May – events developed and organized by youth members of Task Force. Markham Youth Directory Online – being developed by youth members of Task Force. Youth Violence Conference held in April 2000 organized by youth Task Force members. Other programs and services from time-to-time.



Youth Hotline provides teens with recreation and volunteer-related information – developed and maintained by youth members of Task Force. Markham youth website – developed and main-



■



Representation on the Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force includes: • Mayor; • Three local Councillors; • Staff representative from the Recreation Services Department; • Two representatives from each of the area Youth Councils, plus one alternative – Five representatives from local schools within each area of Town (Thornhill, Milliken,
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“powers” such as hiring a host for a Youth TV show on Shaw Cable (currently being developed by the Task Force).



Unionville, Markham Village – three High School/two elementary school, grade six to eight); • Representative from York Region District School Board; • Representative from York Region Separate School Board; • Representative from Markham Youth Housing/Markham Neighbourhood Support Centre; and



Nature of Staff Support Provided ■



■



• Representative from Markham Economist and Sun. ■



At the beginning of the year there are approximately 25 youth members. By the end of the year the numbers dwindle slightly to a core group of “go-getters”; approximately 15 to 20.



Appointment/Selection Process ■



■



■



Youth are appointed to the Council for a period of one year, though many youth serve multiple terms. A request for Task Force members goes out to schools, area youth councils and the general public. Youth interested in sitting on the task Force must fill in an application. In the past potential task force members have been selected by the two staff members and two youth cochairs of the Task Force. Last year over 100 applications were received. This year they are adding an interview process led by a staff person and three or four youth. The two youth Co-Chairs are elected by the Task Force members. The Task Force members decided in May 2000 that to run for Co-Chair, an individual must have completed grade nine.



Task Force is a committee of the Mayor’s Office and therefore receives support from the Mayor’s office and the Clerk’s Department. The Clerk’s Department maintain minutes of meetings and distribute minutes and agendas. A Community Resource Coordinator supports the work of the Mayor’s Youth Task Force and is the primary youth liaison. The Community Resource Coordinator plays a key role in supporting the Youth Task Force members and the Youth Co-Chairs in particular.



Other Related Youth Engagement Initiatives ■



Markham also has four local area youth councils. All youth in Markham are invited to join the one in their area. Youth council members help organize events for youth in their community such as coffee houses, dances and basketball tournaments, etc. They also help out at the Mayor’s Youth Task Force events such as the Job Fair and Youth Week. The local area youth councils are supported by program coordinators/supervisors in recreation centres located in the four communities. ❑



Governance and Decision-Making Powers ■



■
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The Task Force is given a budget by the Town (approximately $19,000) but has involvement in deciding how the budget should be allocated within given parameters (e.g. selecting performers for Youth Week). The Task Force is given some discretionary
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Using Recreation, Social, Educational, and Vocational programs, we develop and maintain independence, self-esteem, and self-respect for individuals and families in need.”



MEMORIAL BOYS’ AND GIRLS’ CLUB IN THE CITY OF LONDON The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club located in the City of London is one of Ontario’s 23 Boys and Girls Clubs. A core component of the philosophy of Boys and Girls Clubs across North America is giving youth a voice. Many Boys and Girls Clubs have a youth member on their Board of Directors. The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club provides an interesting case study for a number of reasons. It has youth representation on the Board, youth leadership development programs, and a youth-initiated and run drop-in centre known as The Zone.



Programs and Services ■



A broad range of programs and services is provided including programs for seniors, unemployed adults and others. The descriptions below focus on youth programs and services.



■



Youth Programs include: • Youth Mentorship/Scholarships & Bursaries; • Youth Employment and Training;



History ■



■



■



■



■ ■



The London club was started in 1956 by the Roosevelt branch of the Royal Canadian Legion. Membership originally consisted of 40 boys and was run out of the second floor of the Legion located on Simcoe Street. In 1969, the Union Gas Centre on Horton Street was purchased and remodelled to provide metal and woodworking shops, auto and bicycle repair shops, photography, laboratory and lounge. An addition was added in 1974 which contained a swimming pool and gymnasium. Membership continued to grow and the need for more space became evident. A subsequent addition was made in 1987 with the original building demolished and completely rebuilt. Construction of an 25,200 sq. ft. expansion was completed in 1995. In 1998, the Zone (a space dedicated to 13 to 21 year olds) was developed in an under-utilized space on the third floor. (Previous attempts at sharing a lounge with a seniors group had been unsuccessful.)



• Leadership Development; • Full Range of Aquatic Programs; and • Day Camps/Residential Camps & Summer Programs. ■



Supper Club: Meals are prepared and served to children most in need by volunteers.



■



17 wheelchair accessible vans and buses bring children and youth in from 22 of the poorest neighbourhoods across London and take them home again.



■



400 people of all ages use the Club each day. The Club is seven days a week from 7:00 a.m. to midnight. Over 300,000 hours of service are provided to children and youth each year.



■



A Play Care Centre gives unemployed parents of small children affordable half-day child care.



■



The Zone Teen Centre provides a safe recreational/entertainment outlet for teens aged 13 to 21.



■



The Keystone program is another program provided for youth. It is a leadership development program.



Profile of Youth Served Mission/Mandate ■



“We offer an affordable facility where: ‘we serve kids and adults who need us!’ Our program services are planned to provide fun with a purpose.



■



The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club serves a range of youth, but has a high proportion of what might be termed youth at risk. Different programs within the Boys’ and Girls’ Club serve
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tative on the Board, this individual is also a staff member. The Board currently draws its youth representative from the Keystone program.



different groups of youth as described below. ■



■



The Zone Teen Centre is designed for youth aged 13 to 21. Many of the youth who hang out in the Zone are youth experiencing a variety of challenges at home and in school. They include youth described as “alternative”, “early school leavers”, “not athletically inclined”, and “street kids” (the Mission is across the street). The male/female split in the Zone is approximately 60% male, 40% female. Close to 100% of the youth are considered low income. The group is predominantly white, though the attendance varies nightly depending on where the buses who bring youth to the Centre are coming from (e.g. on Wednesday nights there is a Cambodian contingent). The Zone has a Youth Council of approximately 12 to 15 youth. The Keystone Program tends to attract “high achievers” interested in developing skills and making a contribution to the community. Keystone members are often identified by youth staff (through camps and other activities) as having potential to be future youth leaders and youth staff. The Boys’ and Girls’ Club has a long tradition of developing its own staff from its base of participants. “Keystoners” are between the ages of 13 to 21, though the majority are currently 16 or 17. Of 13 active “Keystoners” ten are females, and three are males.



Profile of Youth Involved in Governance & Decision-Making
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■



The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club involves youth in governance and decision-making in a variety of ways. The profile of the youth involved varies by the area that they are involved in.



■



The youth representative on the Board of Directors is currently 16 years old and is a female. She has been involved with the Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club since she was approximately eight years old when she began to participate in evening programs and summer camps. In addition to being the youth represen-



■



The Zone Council consists of a group of 12 to 15 members whose profile is similar to the Zone participants as described in the previous section. The Zone Council does not have direct representation on the Board.



Organizational/Governance Approach The focus of this information is on the youth representation on the Board, although some other examples of ways in which youth are involved in governance and decision-making are included. Structure/Representation ■ The Board is composed of approximately 15 Directors. Three major constituencies are represented on the Board: - Professionals; - Special interest groups; and - Program – one representative from seniors and one from youth. ■



The Board has a variety of committees including: Executive; Budget; Human Resources; Strategic Planning; Transportation and Risk Management. There is no youth representative on any of these committees.



Appointment/Selection Process ■ The youth board member is elected to the Board by his/her peers from among the Keystone group. There is no provision in the current structure for representation from the Zone Council, though members of the Board have from time to time met with members of the Zone Council. Governance and Decision-Making Powers ■ The youth representative on the Board attends all of the Board’s meetings (nine per year). The youth representative votes on all Board matters, though there appears to be some different viewpoints as to whether she is a full voting member since she is under 18 years of age. The majority
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of decisions considered by the Board have first been dealt with by committees. ■



Over the past eight years or so, the “voice” of the youth representative on the Board has varied with the incumbent. Older youth representatives have been more vocal. Sometimes the perspectives of youth are brought to the Board by staff (especially the Unit Director of Children and Youth Programs), who consult in advance with the youth representative and other youth. • Youth at the Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club are also involved in a number of other decisionmaking capacities such as: • During a recent round of staff hiring a 13 year old was one member of a hiring panel along with the Unit Director of Children and Youth Programs and other staff. After each interview the youth member was invited to comment first “because we didn’t want to taint her judgment with our views.”



■



Youth involved with the Zone have been given considerable freedom and responsibility. They have fund-raised for the Zone and have made the majority of the decisions about how the Zone will operate.



Nature of Staff Support Provided ■



The youth representative on the Board receives considerable staff support and mentoring. Prior to attending the first Board meeting the staff brief the youth on what to expect.



■



The Keystone group is supported by a staff advisor.



■



The Zone is supported by two teen coordinators who are in their twenties.



Other Related Youth Engagement Initiatives ■



The Boys’ and Girls’ Club system also has a Provincial Youth Council (PYC). The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club elects a member to the PYC from the Keystone group. ❑
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community agencies: Boys’ & Girls’ Club of Peel; Caledon Information and Community Services; and the Caledon O.P.P. Flipside also has corporate sponsors.



FLIPSIDE MOBILE SKATEBOARD PARK AND YOUTH CENTRE IN THE TOWN OF CALEDON The Flipside Mobile Skateboard Park and Youth Centre in the Town of Caledon is an interesting example of a program that is, to some extent, youth governed. In this case, the program is youthgoverned from the perspective that youth are involved in ongoing program management and development. Youth staff are responsible for day-today operations within a framework set by the Town of Caledon’s Recreation Department and a Board of Management. Flipside is an interesting example of an innovative response to the challenges of meeting the recreational needs of youth in a rural setting.



Mission/Mandate ■



The primary mandate of Flipside is to provide a place for youth that travels throughout the communities of Caledon.



■



Flipside serves the dual purpose of providing a safe place to skateboard, bike or skate as well as a mobile drop-in centre for youth.



Programs and Services ■



Trailers with equipment on board visit communities throughout Caledon. On board the trailers are Basketball hoops, skateboard ramps, music, card tables and refreshments. The “centre” is staffed by two youth: a university-aged student who drives the truck and supervises; and a high-school aged helper who is also a skateboarding expert. Youth pay $2 to participate.



■



In addition to its regular summer schedule in the Town of Caledon, Flipside travels on weekends throughout the year to communities for special events (both within and outside of Caledon).



History ■



■
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Caledon has been concerned about youth issues for at least seven years. One of the key challenges in Caledon is the isolation of rural youth. Caledon youth and their families complained for many years about having “nothing to do”. Initial attempts to establish a youth council approximately seven years ago were not entirely successful. Youth and others were frustrated by the lack of progress. In the summer of 1995 a group of youth was hired using a summer grant program to develop programs for youth. One of the programs developed was a stationary skateboard park in Bolton using old materials available to the Recreation Department.



■



In 1996 and 1997 there was pressure from other areas within the Town to provide a skateboard park and there was growing concern in the community about nuisance and liability issues associated with kids skateboarding in paved commercial areas.



■



In 1998 Flipside was developed. The Caledon Flipside Travelling Youth Drop-in Centre & Skateboard Park is an initiative of the Town of Caledon working in partnership with other



Profile of Youth Served ■



Flipside may attract anywhere from five participants per evening in a small rural community to as many as 60. On average Flipside attracts approximately ten to 20 youths per evening.



■



Flipside attracts a range of different ages of youth. Participants range in age from as young as seven or eight to as old as 17 or 18. The majority of participants are from 10 to 15 years old. Once youth get their driver’s license (i.e. 16 plus) they have the independence to travel to other activities and their participation tends to drop off.



■



The socio-economic profile of youth participating in Flipside is not tracked but it does appear to attract a broad cross-section of youth.
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Flipside plays a key role in meeting the needs of rural youth who are unable to access other programs due to lack of public transportation. ■



■



Flipside tends to attract more males than females, though the youth staff indicate that this is changing somewhat as more and more girls are “biking and blading” at Flipside.



Profile of Youth Involved in Governance & Decision-Making ■



The youth staff working for Flipside range in age from approximately 16 to 23. The Youth Coordinator is 26 years old. The staff come from a variety of backgrounds. The younger staff have expertise in skateboarding. Most of the staff are male.



■



Youth are not involved in the formal bodies that have oversight responsibility for Flipside (e.g. Town of Caledon, Caledon Youth Services Board of Management). However, youth staff play a key role in Flipside’s ongoing operations.



Nature of Staff Support Provided ■



The Town’s Fitness and Lifestyle Manager has played a pivotal role in the development of Flipside and continues to provide ongoing support and supervision of the Youth Coordinator and staff.



■



The Boys’ and Girls’ Club of Peel is also a major partner in the initiative, is a designated employer of the youth staff and provides the youth staff with training on how to supervise kids.



Organizational/Governance Approach ■



Flipside involves youth in ongoing program management and development. Flipside is staffed by youth who play a major role in the ongoing management of the program within the framework set by the Recreation Department and the Board of Management. Youth staff are responsible for the day-to-day operations as well as a number of other tasks.



■



In the past year or so, Flipside youth staff have been given more of an entrepreneurial role, as they are involved in the promotion and sale of the Flipside concept to other communities.



■



A key feature of Flipside has been the involvement of youth in the development of the program. For example, youth developed designs for the skateboard ramps, worked with the welders who manufactured them, painted the decks, developed the name, developed the logo, and continue to provide ongoing input to the development of Flipside.



A “behind the scenes” Caledon Youth Services Board of Management has been established to enable the Flipside “business” to enter into “special undertakings” (primarily the manufacture and sales of Flipside trailers to other communities). Revenues received are put into a special fund whose sole purpose is “the acquisition, maintenance and operation of community recreational centres and other facilities for use of Caledon Youth Services”. The Board of Management includes representatives form Boys’ & Girls’ Club of Peel, Caledon Information & Community Services, the Town of Caledon, the Ontario Provincial Police and a citizen representative designated by Council. There is no youth representation on the Board itself.



Other Related Youth Engagement Initiatives ■



A youth council is now developing in Caledon. The Council’s primary focus at present is the development of a youth centre to be part of a proposed Caledon Centre for Recreation & Wellness. The Youth Centre will be a teen dropin and hang-out centre and accommodate dances, parties, skateboarding and special events. The Youth Council is currently involved in fund-raising. When the Centre is built it is anticipated that the youth will decide on the types of programs to be offered and how the space will be used. ❑
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THE REGIONAL MULTICULTURAL YOUTH COUNCIL IN THE CITY OF THUNDER BAY The Regional Multicultural Youth Council (RMYC) in Thunder Bay is representative of what appears to be the rarest type of youth engagement in governance – a youth-governed organization. The RMYC has evolved and changed since its establishment in 1985, but at its core is a continued commitment and belief in youth governance. The RMYC provides a broad range of services and programs to youth in Northwestern Ontario with minimal adult guidance. Behind the scenes staff facilitation and support is however a key to the organization’s continuity and success. History ■



■



Formed by the Multicultural Association of Northwestern Ontario (MANWO) in 1985 to commemorate the International Youth Year. Heritage Canada funding was “what made it happen” initially. In 1992 the RMYC established a formal office in Thunder Bay – in a Youth Centre in Victoriaville Mall. The Council also has a small residence to accommodate youth coming into Thunder Bay from out-of-town for training programs.



a broad range of programs and services including, for example: • Youth Leadership Development Training (youth-to-youth); • Native Role Models; • Stay in School Initiatives; • Crafts store Fundraising);



(Business



Training



and



• Picnics, Outings, Dances and Socials; • Recreation and Sports Nights; and • Environment initiatives. ■



Further detail is provided under the description of the committees below.



Profile of Youth Served ■



The target age group is from 12 to 25.



■



The RMYC serves a very broad range of youth including at-risk youth. • Approximately 40 to 45% of the Centre’s “clientele” are native.



■



The RMYC places a particular focus on meeting the needs of native students who come to Thunder Bay to attend school.



■



Approximately 100 to 200 youth pass through the Centre daily. Over 500 youth are regularly involved in some programs related to the Youth Council and Centre. The youth mailing list is over 1000 individuals.



Mission/Mandate ■



■



Established initially to create an inclusive selfhelp group to link youths in the small and isolated communities across Northwestern Ontario. Today the RMYC is a “dynamic organization promoting youth involvement in positive activities to enhance the well-being of children and youth, and developing proactive programs to enhance the quality of life and social conditions in our communities.”



Profile of Youth Involved in Governance and Decision-Making ■



Approximately half of the 13 member board is made up of white youth – many of whom face some disadvantages in their lives. The other half is made up of native youth as well as a few new immigrants.



■



The age range of Youth Council members tends to be 15 to 18, though there are a few 14 year olds



■



There are more females on the Council than males



■



Most of the youth who have played major



Youth Programs & Services ■
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Over its 15 year history the RMYC has delivered
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• Leadership and Organizational Development Training Committee



leadership roles tend to have a lot of support at home and are very involved in the community.



- Planning May 20 – 22 Retreat at Lake Shabandowan - Revolution Girl Style Team • Fundraising and Business Ventures Committee



“The kids on the Executive are all busy kids who are often spreading themselves thin – they are often involved in three or four other things at the same time.”



Organizational/Governance



- Bingo Volunteers • Safer Communities/Violence Prevention Campaign Team



Approach Structure/Representation ■



There are 13 officers on the board including: president, past president, six vice-presidents and five assistant vice presidents. The executive must be high school students.



■



A number of other committees exist including those outlined below. They may not all exist at the same time, and their membership is often quite fluid. The nature of the initiatives carried out by each of the committees is also shown in some cases:



- Violence Prevention Workshops - Curfews - Peer Mediation - Teen Courts • Education, Careers and Employment Committee (Stay in School Initiatives) - Executive and Membership Support Team - Orientation Program and Native Students’ Advisory Team - Telephone Tree Contact Teams • RMYC Youth Centre and Residence Team - Adopt-A-Highway Team • Regional, Provincial and National Out-reach



• The RMYC Executive Committee • Research, Program Development and Evaluation Committee • Advocacy Committee - Advisory Committee on Race Relations to the Thunder Bay Police - City of Thunder Bay’s Race Relations Committee - School Board Advisory Team



Appointment/Selection Process ■



• Promotion and Public Relations Committee - RMYC Tribune Newsletter Editorial Team - Web-page and up-date team - Posters & Pamphlets



Youth must apply to be members of the executive of the RMYC. Youth are selected by youth. A panel of five to six youth members interview potential youth council members. They may consult with the Executive Director of MANWO for his advice on potential members (based on their volunteer record and their positive role modeling experience).



Governance and Decision-Making Powers



• Multiculturalism and Race Relations Committee



■



Youth run the organization with minimal staff support.



- March 21 Campaign Working Group - Kenora Race Relations Presentations Trip (March 3, 2000) • Entertainment and Recreation – Healthy Lifestyle and Quality of Life Committee



■



Youth are involved in the hiring of staff who work at the Centre in a number of training positions (with the exception of the Executive Director who was hired by the MANWO Board).



■



Youth run their own meetings with no adults present (unless they are invited to participate).



■



Youth raise funds, develop budgets and make decisions regarding some discretionary expenditures.



- Dances, Socials, Trips - Universal Arts and Talent Nights - July 1: Canada Day Millennium Celebrations Team



YOUTH AS DECISION-MAKERS Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation •



31



Nature of Staff Support ■



The Executive Director of MANWO provides staff facilitation support to the youth council. Technically the Executive Director has been laid off since last June due to lack of funding, but he continues to work at the centre.



■



While the organization is mainly youth run, the Executive Director is seen as key to the organization’s survival. Key skills that the Executive Director brings to the organization include for example: “His knowledge of: how systems work; how to jump red tape; who’s who in the community; how to write a proposal; how to work with/for kids”. (quotes from youth leaders)



Other Related Youth Engagement Initiatives ■



The RMYC has had or currently has youth representation on several advisory councils and policy committees including: • City of Thunder Bay Race Relations Committee; • Thunder Bay Chamber of Commerce Community Issues Task Force; • Lakehead Board of Education and Roman Catholic School Board’s Anti-Racism and Ethnocultural Equity Policy Development Committees; • Community Advisory Committee on Race Relations to the Thunder Bay Police; • Coalition on Youth and Crime; • Healthy Lifestyles Coalition; and • Native Inter-Agency Council. ❑
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KEY FINDINGS FROM THE CASE STUDIES Key findings from the case studies are presented below using the framework categories discussed previously in Section 4. Youth Interest and Capacity In the framework, it was noted that youth interest and involvement in recreation may take place at a number of levels along a continuum: exploration/investigation; participation; demonstration; and contribution. The primary initial interest of youth consulted in the case studies varied significantly from “having something to do” to “making a difference” to “improving my resume”. Some youth “leapfrog” into leadership positions while others follow more of a developmental path from initial participation in a recreational activity and then gradually assume stronger roles in the organization. There is no clear consensus on the capacity for youth to engage in governance and decision-making. Nor is there agreement on when the transition from child to youth occurs. One group of youth noted: “Youth starts when you want to, and can, hang out without your parents around.” A number of the organizations examined have threshold ages for participation in youth governance, e.g. to participate in the Markham Youth Council you must be in Grade six, to go into the Zone in the Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club, you must be 13. Many of the youth consulted indicated that age is not a relevant factor in determining a youth’s capacity to engage in governance and decision-making. However at the same time they indicated that it is often not until about 15 or 16 that youth have sufficient confidence to engage effectively with adults. Before this age they suggested that youth are often more inwardly focused trying to figure out who they are. One youth noted:



Other youth indicated that to be a leader among youth you need to be at least 15. Youth also felt that in order to have the respect of other youth, you need to be at least this age. They noted, “It is really difficult for a 12 year old to challenge the views of someone in high school.” In discussions with youth in all of the organizations, it is clear that youth have a different time horizon from adults. They are very action-oriented – short term is almost immediately (i.e. within a few days or weeks) and long term is a matter of months (not years). Many indicated that youth have limited tolerance for talking about concepts at “endless and long meetings”. Some staff members noted that youth are often naïve (this is both a strength and a weakness). Their relative lack of exposure to different backgrounds and levels of motivation can result in their making assumptions about other youth (e.g. energetic involved youth are often very disappointed when other youth fail to be as motivated as they are or fail to follow-through on commitments). “They often take on more than they can handle.” Observation of two youth meetings in action illustrated some differences in the organization’s approaches to the issue of youth capacity and staff support. ■



In one case the staff facilitator/supporter was not in the room. The one-hour-long meeting was effectively chaired by a 17 year old chairperson. Youth reminded each other during the meeting of appropriate meeting behaviour (e.g. if individuals spoke out of turn they were reminded “speaker in charge”). By the end of the meeting the handwritten minutes had been completed by the youth secretary, photocopied and distributed.



■



In another case the staff facilitator played a key role in facilitating the meeting along with the two co-chairs. Another staff person was present to take the minutes.



“You are ready when you decide you have an opinion, are willing to speak about it, and are willing to take action on it.” YOUTH AS DECISION-MAKERS Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation •



33



Organizational Expectations and Roles In the framework it was suggested that organizational expectations of youth will influence the nature and level of engagement in governance and decision-making. Organizations may see youth as: ■



Participants: makers/creators of own experiences; organizational expectation is neutral or passive.



■



Consumers: receivers of services and products; organization recognizes youth satisfaction and youth choices as important and seeks input.



■



Learners: participate in creation of recreation experience or production of recreation services; organization expects youth to act as observers or apprentice with the goal being self-improvement.



■



Representatives: represent other youth as a constituency; organization expects one or more youth to bring voice of youth to the table.



■



Change agents: youth act outside traditional/formal systems to change system or create new systems; organizations may or may not have expectations of youth.



In the case studies, the organizations and individuals within them varied significantly in their expectations of youth. All of the organizations reviewed see youth as an important constituent, but their rationale for engaging them in some form of governance and decision-making varied:



34



■



The Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force appears to see the youth on the Task Force primarily as representatives and learners.



■



The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club in London appears to view different youth in different ways. The youth representative on the Board is seen as both a representative and a learner. Other youth have acted in a change agent capacity at the Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club. The idea and initial work on the Zone was carried out by a group of youth who were frustrated with a shared use lounge in the Boys’ and Girls’ Club.



■



The Flipside Mobile Skateboard Park and Youth Centre approaches youth in two ways. Some



youth are hired as staff and are given significant management responsibility. Other youth are approached more as consumers or learners. ■



The Regional Multicultural Youth Centre involves youth in many different ways. Since the organization itself is primarily youth-run, it does not neatly fit into the definitions in the framework. The RMYC is often seen as a source of youth representatives by other organizations within the community. Many youth within the RMYC have been change agents, creating new initiatives such as Revolution Girl Style to respond to needs they see in the community.



The different organizations/youth engagement initiatives examined differ in terms of their role in recreation. In the framework it was suggested that organizational roles in recreation may also influence youth engagement. Five different types were identified: ■



Deliverers: organization delivers recreation within framework established by others.



■



Planners/Developers: organization plans and develops recreation programs.



■



Advisors: organization responsible for advising deliverers, planners or governors.



■



Governors: organization responsible for policysetting, funding and management oversight.



■



Networks: informal and formal groups working and/or connected together.



The Town of Markham Mayor’s Youth Task Force act as advisors and planners/ developers and deliverers and to a lesser extent as advisors to the Town Council who are the “governors”. A large portion of the Youth Task Force time is devoted to the planning and organizing of special events. The Memorial Boys and Girls Club Board are governors in the true sense of the word. They deal primarily with policy and budget matters. The Flipside Mobile Skateboard Park and Centre largely falls into the category of “deliverers” and to some extent planners/developers. The Regional Multicultural Youth Council are both governors and planners/developers.
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Interactions: Perceptions, Barriers and Strategies



Another adult noted that their organization had “underutilized the voice and role of youth.”



Perceptions



Barriers



In the framework it was noted that it is important to understand the underlying perceptions of youth and the groups or organizations they are interacting with.



A variety of barriers to effective youth engagement were identified in the framework including:



The perceptions of youth regarding the organizations they are interacting with varied. Most youth consulted generally believed that their voice was valued, though not always at first. Some youth felt that the adults they were on committees with don’t really listen. Youth are often frustrated with adult inaction: “they talk about something forever and don’t do it.” Some youth are frustrated by the unwillingness of some adults to take risks and to let youth make mistakes – “if they really want us to learn we have to see it and find out for ourselves.” Some youth felt that adults don’t always recognize and respect their strengths: “Ask us more questions, we can mentor you too, we’re out of the box thinkers.” Some youth felt that adults make things unnecessarily complex. One youth noted “Adults shroud stuff in complicated concepts – if they would just simplify it a bit youth could make a better contribution.”



■



Barriers related to demographics;



■



Barriers related to socio-economic status;



■



Barriers related to time and location;



■



Barriers related to organizational preparedness;



■



Barriers related to youth culture.



Examples of these and other barriers identified during the case studies are noted below. ■



Barriers related to demographics: There seems to be some sense that girls are more likely to get involved in governance and decision-making roles than boys. This is attributed to a number of factors: “girls are more mature at a younger age” (quote from a teenage boy); boys may not feel it is cool to get involved and see being involved in an organization as a “wussy” thing to do. There is a significant challenge associated with working with this age group. Some staff noted the frustration with the high turnover rate of youth. The turnover rate means that there is a constant learning curve and a need to constantly train and mentor youth. This can often lead to the temptation among staff to “just do it yourself ” because this is easier.



■



Barriers related to socio-economic status: There is a concern that the youth that could benefit most from being involved tend to be the least likely to get involved due to “lack of motivation, confidence and support at home.” One adult noted that “you tend to get the brownnosers, not the end-users.”



■



Barriers related to time and location: Some boards and committees like to meet during the day. Transportation to and from meetings is a key concern.



■



Barriers related to organizational preparedness: Some individuals indicated that organizations have not been prepared to do what it takes to support youth engagement in governance.



The perceptions of adults regarding youth and youth engagement highlight some of the key challenges and barriers. Many adults noted the challenge of dealing with the inherent “turnover” amongst youth. “They flash in and out too quickly.” Some adults suggested that formal mechanisms such as youth advisory councils may tend to be a place for “young politicians who may be out of tune with the real needs of youth their age.” A few adults found the youth desire for “instant gratification” frustrating. They noted that youth get frustrated with the time it takes to make something happen: “If it takes a month it’s too long for them.” One adult noted that there are risks in putting a youth representative on a board or committee: “Sometimes the youth voice can be the wrong voice, create poor board chemistry and actually work against the underlying goals of youth involvement.”
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organizations and communities is how to ensure that the diverse voices of youth are heard.



There is a need to establish a comfortable environment and to be clear about what is expected of youth. ■



Representative structures where one youth is appointed on behalf of all youth are generally felt to be ineffective. Most youth felt that at least three or four youth should sit on committees when they are being asked to represent the youth constituency. They cited the advantages of having at least three or four representatives as: “Having at least three or four indicates that the youth voice is really valued.” and “Having somebody else you can relate to.” Many staff members find that they are continually reminding youth of their profile in the organization or the community and the need to ensure their behaviour reflects well upon youth as a whole. They suggested that a code of conduct is helpful.



Barriers related to youth culture: Organizations or processes that are too formal or organized may alienate youth. Some youth are frustrated because other groups of youth don’t value long term commitment: “the group spins its wheels because kids don’t commit.” Youth group dynamics may be quite different from adult group dynamics. Having one or two adult observers in the room changes the group dynamics. Different groups of youth may clash with each other in terms of style and culture: “That group has the power – we don’t.” “They’re totally different from us.”



Supporting Strategies



■



Training and Supporting Youth: Staff support is essential to all of the organizations examined. “There needs to be someone who is willing to support and groom the leaders…constantly”. One of the most effective ways to support youth involved in governance and decision-making roles is just to “be there”. One of the greatest challenges for adults supporting youth is letting go. A number of individuals expressed this in different ways: “The hardest thing to do is to stay quiet and sit on your hands...if you leave them alone for long enough they’ll figure it out.” It is essential to understand the need for ongoing continuous training due to turnover.



■



Training Adults: Some felt that it is important to “train” adults on how to work with youth and how to understand youth. Youth felt that it is critical that adults understand that the issues youth face today are different from the issues they faced when they were youth. Adults need to recognize that their style and mode of communication may stifle youth voice. Two of the organizations studied made a point of letting youth speak first during a discussion so that their views are not influenced by adult views. Interactive games or other similar strategies can help a group of adults and youth come together.



A variety of different types of supporting strategies were identified during the case studies. ■



■
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Changing Attitudes and Understanding of Youth: A number of individuals noted that it is important to recognize and be responsive to the ways in which youth feel most comfortable and can add the most value: “A lot of things can be done in non-meetings...we learned a lot by going to the coffee shop and talking to youth there – inviting them to formal meetings didn’t work very well.” Many youth felt that the essential first step for organizations interested in youth engagement is to go to the youth where they are: “They should come and talk to us and see where we are – they need to listen, youth change every year.” Youth were highly motivated when they felt that the organization valued their voice and the role they play in the community. High level Board or political support and contact were seen as essential to success. Clarifying Expectations, Guidelines and Structures: In some cases it was felt that the expectations of youth were not entirely clear. In one organization a number of individuals felt that there was a need to change their youth engagement structure because they felt the current approach borders on tokenism and does not represent the diversity of views within the organization. A key challenge facing some
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Outcomes Relatively little work has been done by the organizations studied on quantifying outcomes to provide numerous qualitative and anecdotal perspectives on outcomes. Nevertheless, the individuals consulted were able to provide numerous qualitative and anecdotal perspectives on outcomes.



fundamentally changed an organization’s strategic directions or mission. Impacts on the Community The impacts on community identified during the case studies include: ■



Impacts on Youth The impacts on youth include both impacts on the youth directly involved and on youth programs and services. ■



■



On Youth Involved: Many individuals noted the significant growth in confidence. For example: “At the beginning of the year the younger ones wouldn’t say anything, they were meek– by the end of the year they are speaking their minds, they’re empowered.” They also saw less disenchantment with government: “I realized that the politicians are not out of reach and that they do care.” Youth noted that the growth in perspective: “It alters your view of your community – you see a much bigger picture.” For some youth, involvement is thought to have made a huge difference in their lives: “If they didn’t have this they would be on the street...this has expanded their education and employment prospects.” The Memorial Boys’ and Girls’ Club in London is beginning to track youth participants in its youth initiatives using a survey that explores youth attitudes and behaviours related to school, family and themselves.



Respect for youth has grown in some communities “Positive articles about youth in the local newspapers have helped to change the mindset and perceptions in the community.”



■



Youth respect for other parts of the community has also grown in some cases. “Kids are more respectful of the businesses in town because they (the businesses) have helped sponsor their initiatives.”



■



Some of the youth initiatives have been credited with specific improvements in their communities: • The Regional Multicultural Youth Council has made a difference in Thunder Bay – it is thought to have contributed to the fact that the Lakehead Public School Board has implemented an anti-racism policy. • The Caledon Flipside initiative has contributed to improved police-youth relations, reduced rate of occurrences (traffic incidents, minor property damage) and reduced problems with youth hanging out in commercial areas. ❑



On Youth Services and Programs: Youth “say” in the development of a program is felt to have a number of benefits including: increased participation – more youth know about the program and it may meet their needs better, increased respect for the program and the organization and reduced problems related to property damage, vandalism.



Impacts on the Organization Some individuals felt that youth engagement has resulted in them being more attuned to youth needs and more targeted in their responses. There was no clear evidence that youth engagement had YOUTH AS DECISION-MAKERS Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation •
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5. Youth as Decision-Makers: Advice for Organizations The scan of literature and four case studies conducted as part of this study provide some advice for organizations interested in developing and evaluating youth engagement in governance.



should play relative to their organization. It may be appropriate to involve youth in multiple ways within any one organization. ■



Youth on the Governing Body: Some organizations have youth participate on the governing body (e.g. board) of an organization. In this case youth would hold one or more seats on a board. Organizations inviting youth to sit on their boards often do so to ensure representation of an important constituency. Youth representatives on governing bodies may be ex-officio members or full voting members.



■



Youth as Advisors to a Governing Body: Many organizations have established advisory groups to inform the governing body about the needs and interests of youth (e.g. a youth group advising a municipal council). In this case, decisionmaking powers may be relatively limited (e.g. limited to the allocation of the advisory group’s budget), but youth have the opportunity to influence future directions and policy.



■



Youth-Governed Programs and Services: Many organizations have youth-governed programs and services. In some cases these are the result of youth initiative and in other cases they have been nurtured by the organization. The distinction between a youth governed program and other youth programs is that in a youthgoverned program youth may be given one or more of the following governance powers: design of the program; development of policies and procedures related to youth participation in the program; involvement in raising and/or allocating funds; and involvement in hiring staff.



WHY SHOULD YOUTH BE ENGAGED IN GOVERNANCE? There are many reasons why organizations should consider engaging youth in governance. Organizations should consider which of these fundamental beliefs and purposes underlie their interest in youth engagement in governance: ■



Youth are affected by the organization: The programs and services of the organization affect youth so they have the “right” to some say in their design, development and delivery.



■



Youth can develop critical skills: By being engaged youth can develop important social and leadership skills.



■



Youth offer a unique perspective and capability: Youth understand other youth and they offer fresh perspective, creativity and energy for action.



■



The organization wants to make better decisions: The organization’s capacity to make good decisions and wise investments in programs and services related to youth can be strengthened by youth engagement.



■



The community and society as a whole can be strengthened: Youth engagement can lead to reduced conflict and mistrust through improved understanding of youth and reduced negative stereotyping. Youth are equipped to become more active members and citizens in their community.



WHAT KIND OF GOVERNANCE ROLES SHOULD YOUTH PLAY? Youth can be engaged at a variety of levels in a variety of governance capacities. Organizations need to consider what kind of governance roles youth 38



A separate, but important group are youth-governed organizations that exist independently of adult-run organizations: ■



Youth-Governed Organization: There appear to be relatively few organizations that are truly youth governed. A youth governed organization is one in which all of the primary governance and decision-making powers rest with youth.
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WHAT KINDS OF STRATEGIES AND STRUCTURES SHOULD BE IN PLACE?



■



• If youth are to be represented “at the table” on predominantly adult structures, it may be necessary to have at least three or four places at the table (to ensure a strong voice and to provide a group of peers).



If organizations are to successfully engage youth in governance and decision-making they need to put in place appropriate strategies and structures: ■



Recognizing the diversity of youth: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that:



■



• The needs and types of “youth”, like adults, cannot be generalized;



• Alternative structures may need to be established to represent the diversity of youth interests and to ensure that youth voices are heard;



• The scope of decision-making powers of youth must be clearly defined (e.g. voting rights, budgetary responsibilities etc.) to avoid conflict and frustrations. ■



• Special efforts are needed to attract and support youth who are not the traditional highachievers. ■



• Youth may need an orientation to “the ways that organizations work;”



• It may be difficult for younger youth to govern a program on behalf of much older youth as younger youth may lack the personal self-confidence and possibly the respect of older youth; and



■



Being responsive to youth time horizons: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • Youth have a very different time horizon from adults. For the youth consulted as part of this study, short term is a matter of days or weeks, long term is a matter of months; and • Youth have a strong interest in seeing immediate action and their tolerance for long-drawn out planning processes may be limited.



Providing effective orientation and learning opportunities: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • Youth orientation and training is an ongoing investment due to constant turnover among youth leaders;



Recognizing the stages of youth: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that:



• Youth need to have developmental opportunities to develop the skills necessary for effective engagement.



Clarifying expectations regarding the scope of “governance”: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • It is important to be very clear about whether or not youth are “at the table” to represent the views of the youth constituents served by the organization. If youth are there as constituency representatives, then the lines of communication and accountability to and from youth constituents need to be clear; and



• Different groups of youth have their own “culture”, issues and ways of communicating so no single engagement method can be expected to cover all youth interests;



• High achieving youth may not be representative of the “consumers” of an organization’s programs and services; and



Avoiding tokenism: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that:



• Adults may need an orientation to “what youth think” and how they develop; and • Youth need developmental opportunities to develop and fine-tune key skill-sets (e.g. communications, planning, priority-setting). ■



Providing ongoing staff support: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • Dedicated staff support is critical to provide continuity, mentoring and essential knowledge of how organizational and community systems work’ • Staff should ideally be relatively young, or at least have the demonstrated capacity to relate effectively to youth; and • Staff should have a high comfort level in enabling youth to take safe risks.



YOUTH AS DECISION-MAKERS Strategies for Youth Engagement in Governance and Decision-Making in Recreation •



39



■



Tailoring the time and place to youth needs: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • There are many constraints on youth time (due to school, part-time jobs, etc.); • Meetings should be held at a time and location that is convenient for youth and recognizes that they are often reliant on public transportation to get to and from meetings; and • Meeting places that are extremely formal and intimidating are unlikely to create an atmosphere that encourages effective engagement.



■



Recognizing the contribution of youth: Effective youth engagement initiatives recognize that: • Youth should receive public recognition of their efforts; and • Youth are most likely to be motivated and get involved if there is an incentive to work towards (e.g. the opportunity to travel to a conference to represent their organization).



IS YOUR ORGANIZATION READY? Organizations are ready to engage youth in governance when they can answer the following questions with a yes:
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■



We are clear on why youth engagement is important to our organization.



■



We believe that youth have a legitimate place in the governance of this organization or program.



■



We are willing to develop and invest in the necessary structures and strategies to effectively engage youth in governance. ❑
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6. Future Directions: Issues for Further Exploration As stated at the outset, this study has been exploratory in nature. Looking ahead, a number of important issues warrant further exploration: ■



Developing better strategies for engaging marginalized or disadvantaged youth in governance: The limited evidence available suggests that the majority of the youth involved in governance are “high achievers”. Further research should be conducted on systemic barriers and how best to engage other youth.



Developing a business case for managers: The business case for investing in youth engagement in governance initiatives needs to better developed if managers and decision-makers are to allocate the necessary resources to support and sustain these initiatives.



Assessing the relative effectiveness of different types of youth engagement models: Further analysis on effectiveness should be conducted, drawing upon a broader base of experience. The limited evidence available suggests that youth created and run organizations may have a higher degree of success in attracting, retaining and developing youth.



■



■



■



Conducting broader-based, longitudinal research on benefits: Further research on the long-term benefits or outcomes of youth engagement in governance would be beneficial. Key benefits to explore and quantify to the extent possible include: impact on the allocation of resources to youth; impact on youth program participation rates; impact on youth engaged in terms of long term contribution to the community; and impact on community indicators (incidence of violence, youth staying in school). ❑
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