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Introduction

Adults working in youth serving organizations
are, as expected, focused on youth
engagement. Youth engagement has been
defined as youths'’ involvement in “sustained,
meaningful participation in an activity
outside of the self.”" However, it is easy to
get lost in the definitions and frameworks
of what youth engagement is and how to
do it. The purpose of this resource guide
is to provide background information
and related research to support decision-
making for adults working with youth.

Research on youth engagement indicates
positive outcomes such as:

® C(Civic engagement,
® Skill development (e.g., leadership),
® Identity development,

® Positive relationships with peers and
caring adults,

® Improved self-esteem, and academic
achievement.?

To achieve these positive outcomes, youth
engagement efforts should be intentional
and match organizational, adult, and
youth capacity, readiness, goals, and
strengths. Figure 1 shows youth, adult, and
organizational capacity all as pieces of the
puzzle in the level of youth engagement.

Figure 1. Factors Informing Level of Youth
Engagement

Multiple resources exist to conduct self-
assessments for youth engagement
approaches and areincluded in the Resources
section. Sample questions are included
below.

® At the organizational level: Do managers
and leaders at the organization
understand and support  youth
engagement efforts? How important is
youth engagement to the organization’s
mission?

® At the adult level: Are adults ready to take
youth views into account? Do adults have
appropriate training?

® At the youth level: What are the youths'

strengths and how are we matching these
strengths to available opportunities?

“ For a detailed literature review of youth engagement outcomes, see the Pan-Canadian Joint Consortium for
School Health’s Youth Engagement Toolkit, Module 8: Resources and Endnotes found in Resources.

Throughout this document, letters denote footnotes and numbers denote references.



One of the most often cited frameworks
of youth engagement is Hart's Ladder of
Children’s Participation.? This ladder includes
eight rungs, each depicting increasing
level of engagement, from “manipulation”
(adults using youth ideas for their own gain)
on the bottom to “youth-initiated, shared
decisions with adults” at the top. According
to Hart, this highest rung is the ultimate
goal of youth engagement. However, over
time Hart's Ladder has received criticism
for two reasons.? The first critique is that it
is missing an additional step at the top that
includes organizing and governing. The
second critique is that the ladder positions
the top rung, or engagement level, as the
goal, when we should be viewing the levels
as a continuum. This shift from a ladder to
a continuum allows for the incorporation of
the capacity, readiness, goals, and strengths
of the organization, adult/s, and youth to
determine which level of youth engagement
is best. These two critiques are accounted for
within this guide. As an aside, in 2008, Hart
published a chapter clarifying and addressing
these critiques of the ladder.

Youth Engagement Levels

As we will address, not all types of youth
engagement are equal. In fact, some ways
in which adults engage with youth can be
harmful. Table 1 includes rows for each of
the nine types of youth engagement, three
of which are not associated with positive
youth development and should be avoided
(manipulation, decoration, and tokenism).
The table includes a label indicating the youth
engagement level, a description of the level,
youth development outcomes associated
with each level with supporting references,

relevant resources and curricula, and
practical examples. Examples were identified
from the authors of this resource guide in
collaboration with prevention professionals.
Note that Table 1 spans three pages.

Crosswalk of Youth Engagement
Frameworks

Different disciplines often use different
models and words to describe the same
thing, so when we want to communicate
across disciplines, it helps to find these
overlaps. In this vein, there are multiple
youth engagement frameworks. Table 2 pulls
these frameworks together to highlight their
intersections. As with Table 1, the levels of
participation are meant to be a continuum,
not a hierarchy. Once you support meaningful
youth engagement, the most appropriate
form of participation is dependent on the
capacity, readiness, goals, and strengths of
the youth, adults, and organization. Youth
serving organizations should strive for youth
participants to experience all levels by the
time they are adults as opportunities allow.

The initial youth engagement levels are
adapted from Hart's Ladder of Children's
Participation with the addition of a level
focused on organizing and governing (same
as Table 1). As is evident by the table, the
youth engagement models featured in Table
2 are similar in name and description.
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Resources

Curricula

Youth Participatory Action Research
Contact Dr. Mary Arnold at mary.arnold@oregonstate.edu for this curriculum

Teens as Teachers
https://shop4-h.org/products/youth-advocates-for-health-curriculum-teens-as-teachers

Youth-adult Partnerships
https://shop4-h.org/products/youth-advocates-for-health-curriculum-youth-adult-
partnerships-for-health

Leadership Skills
https://shop4-h.org/products/leadership-skills-you-never-outgrow-level-1

Youth engagement toolkits

Texas Network of Youth Services
https://tnoys.org/youth-engagement-toolkit/

Pan-Canadian Joint Consortium for School Health
http://www.jcsh-cces.ca/en/resources/jcsh-core-resources/

School-Based Health Alliance
https://www.sbh4all.org/what-we-do/services/training/youth-development/youth-
engagement-toolkit/

National Resources for Access, Independence, Self-determination and Employment
https://raisecenter.org/youth/

Urban Institute
https://www.urban.orqg/sites/default/files/publication/104936/youth-engagement-in-policy-
research-and-practice_0.pdf

Youth Advisory Council toolkit and resources

e Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/yac/index.htm

* Office of Juvenile Justice and Deliquency Prevention
https://ojjdp.ojp.goVv/library/publications/toolkit-implementing-authentic-youth-
engagement-strategies-within-state

* Wisconsin Department of Health Services
https://dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p02250.pdf
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Resources (continued)

Youth engagement evaluation/readiness assessments

® https://youthrex.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Youth-Adult-Engagement-
Readiness-Assessment.pdf

® https://www.youthpower.org/ye-indicator-youth-level

® https://ssce.cps.edu/student-voice/for-school-leaders/harts-ladder/
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