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Y

oung people are major
stake holders in society. 
The Conven tion on the

Rights of the Child (CRC)
rati fied by Canada in 1989
states that every child has
“the right to express those
views freely in all matters
affecting the child, the views

of the child being given due
weight in accor dance with the
age and matu rity of the child.”
Although increased atten tion is
being given to youth voice,
putting into prac tice the
Conven tion has posed specific
chal lenges.  For example, what
is the meaning of ”due weight”?  

And, how can the views of all
chil dren be given consid er ation
when chil dren come from a
range of back grounds and
abil i ties, with widely varying
inter ests? Many youth’s voices
are absent from commu nity-
building processes, deep ening
the gaps of miscommunication
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and contrib uting to commu nity
exclu sion (Khanlou, 2008). 

This ar ti cle fo cuses on the
role of prac ti tio ners, and how, in 
adopt ing em pow er ing prac tices,
they can sup port youth from di -
verse back grounds to con trib ute 
to their own well-be ing as well
as that of their com mu ni ties.
Based on a par tic i pant ob ser va -
tion of YouthScape, an ini tia tive
aimed at build ing stron ger com -
mu ni ties through youth en gage -
ment, four prac tices for
mean ing ful part ner ship have
been iden ti fied: (a) in vest ing in
re la tion ships, (b) build ing on
strengths, (c) find ing com mon
spaces, and (d) mu tual ac count -
abil ity. While these prac tices are 
not pre scribed rules of en gage -
ment or pre-de fined cri te ria,
they, along with their prop er ties,
of fer in sight and di rec tion to
sup port the en gage ment of
marginalized young peo ple. 

Be fore de scrib ing each prac -
tice, we dis cuss the rea sons for
fo cus ing on marginalized
youth-prac ti tio ner part ner ships,
and the meth od ol ogy for this
case study.Why marginalizedyouth-prac ti tionerpart ner ships? 

Though there is in creased ev -
i dence that youth en gage ment
is ben e fi cial for in di vid u als, pro -
gram ming and ser vices, and
more gen er ally, for civil so ci ety
and de moc racy, there is a lack
of in for ma tion about how en -
gage ment may be put into prac -
tice (Perkins, Borden, Keith,
Hoppe-Rooney, & Villaruel,
2003). Twenty years af ter the
rat i fi ca tion of the CRC and with

in creas ing at ten tion be ing paid
to the con cept of child par tic i pa -
tion, this is sue is of great rel e -
vance and in ter est (Percy-Smith
& Thomas, 2010). This pa per fo -
cuses on the im por tance of
youth-prac ti tio ner part ner ships,
and the need to ar tic u late the
na ture of those part ner ships,
par tic u larly in the con text of
work ing with marginalized
youth.

The em pha sis on part ner -
ships co mes from rec og ni tion
that in each stage of a pro gram
cy cle – de sign, im ple men ta tion
and eval u a tion – youth and
prac ti tio ners have roles to play
(Camino, 2000; Checkoway &
Gutierrez, 2006). How ever, the
no tion of part ner ship be tween
youth and prac ti tio ners de parts
from most con ven tional youth
in ter ven tion pro grams, where
the adult is a pro vider and
holder of knowl edge, and the
youth is a re cip i ent with prob -
lems and needs (Cook,
Blanchet-Co hen & Hart, 2004;
Cook, 2008). Pro grams and ser -
vices have gen er ally been de -
signed for youth as op posed to
with youth, in part be cause of a
his tor i cal pri or ity of child pro tec -
tion rights over par tic i pa tion
rights (Blanchet-Co hen, 2009).
The shift to the no tion of part -
ner ships is sig nif i cant, and as
ar gued by Zeldin, Petrokubi and
MacNeil (2008), calls for in no -
va tion. New prac tices and pro -
cesses need to be es tab lished,
in clud ing a re newal of the no -
tion of sup port, so that it in -
cludes op por tu ni ties for growth
and learn ing by both youth and
adults (Clark and Percy-Smith,

2006; Zeldin, Larons, Camino 
& O’Connor, 2005).

This pa per fo cuses in par -
tic u lar on part ner ships be -
tween prac ti tio ners and
marginalized youth. Whereas
the ge neric cat e gory “adult”
is gen er ally used in the lit er a -
ture, we pre fer the term prac -
ti tio ner to re fer to adults who
work with youth-serv ing or ga -
ni za tions, and in ter act with
youth in their daily prac tice. 

Marginalized youth are of -
ten over looked in the youth
en gage ment lit er a ture.  It is
for this rea son, and to re flect
the re al ity that some young
peo ple have more bar ri ers to
over come than oth ers, that
we have cho sen to fo cus on
this sub-group.  Po lit i cal phi -
los o pher Iris Marion Young
(1990) says marginalization
is a grow ing prob lem in the
de vel oped na tions.
“Marginalization is per haps
the most dan ger ous form of
op pres sion. A whole cat e gory
of peo ple is ex pelled from
use ful par tic i pa tion in so cial
life” (p. 53). How ever, the
what, who, why and im pli ca -
tions of marginalization for
youth in Can ada need to be
ex am ined and “un packed”.
Re search with youth show
that ex pe ri ences of pov erty,
rac ism, home less ness, un em -
ploy ment, un der-ed u ca tion,
ad dic tion, abuse, coun try of
or i gin, gen der pref er ence and 
so on gen er ally de ter mine
marginalization but not nec -
es sar ily, nor ex clu sively
(Omidvar & Rich mond,
2003). In deed, marginaliz-
ation is a multi-di men sional
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con cept, whose cause can not 
be lim ited to the ab sence of
eco nomic re sources (Jenson,
2000). 

This pa per pos its that
while re vis it ing the na ture of
sup port is im por tant for all
youth, it is par tic u larly nec es -
sary for marginalized youth.
As rec og nized by Brendtro,
Brokenleg and Van Brockern
(1990), en gag ing with youth
who have suf fered from in -
equal ity, who chal lenge con -
ven tion, or who may be
pre oc cu pied with be long ing
and mak ing ends meet, calls
for al ter na tive ap proaches.
“High func tion ing” youth, or
those who come from priv i -
leged back grounds, may re -
quire op por tu ni ties and
spaces to be come in volved
but the like li hood of them fit -
ting into ex ist ing struc tures
and re spond ing to stan dard
out reach meth ods is high.
Find ing how prac ti tio ners can 
fa cil i tate par tic i pa tion that is
em pow er ing is also crit i cal
be cause, as dis cussed in the
lit er a ture on re sil iency, par tic -
i pa tion con trib utes to chil -
dren’s be long ing and sense
of com pe tence (Werner &
Smith, 1982). 

The case of YouthScape
Ground ing the ar ti cle is

YouthScape, an ini tia tive in
five com mu ni ties across Can -
ada, aimed at build ing the re -
sil iency of com mu ni ties by
in clud ing young peo ple, par -
tic u larly dis en gaged and vul -
ner a ble youth, in plan ning
and im ple ment ing com mu nity 
de vel op ment ini tia tives. Com -

mon across the sites was a
youth-led grant ing pro gram, as
well as multisectoral Steer ing
Com mit tees bring ing to gether
agen cies that im pact young peo -
ple’s lives (i.e. schools, mu nic i -
pal i ties, busi nesses, youth
cen tres). While each city had its
own tra jec tory and fo cus, the
ques tion of how to en gage
marginalized youth emerged as
a dom i nant theme, whether be
it in the Steer ing Com mit tees or
in the grant ing pro gram. Those
im ple ment ing YouthScape of ten 
re marked that it would be “a lot
quicker and eas ier” if the in -
volve ment of marginalized youth 
was not a re quire ment. 

To doc u ment the case study,
we used a vari a tion of par tic i -
pant ob ser va tion (Monette,
Sullivan & DeJong, 2008). Con -
ver sa tions and di a logues that
took place over a two-year pe -
riod were stud ied, though they
had not been ini ti ated for the
sake of re search per se. Given
prior agree ment that the re -
search would as sist in com pil ing 
a body of knowl edge on good
prac tices and mod els, the study
fol lowed eth i cal guide lines. The
data were col lected from the
pro ject co or di na tors, de vel op -
men tal eval u a tors, part ner
agen cies and youth over a
two-year pe riod with the con sent 
forms in clud ing a clause that
col lec tion of in for ma tion for the
pur pose of re search was on go -
ing. Field notes were taken dur -
ing learn ing calls, in com mu nity
gath er ings and dur ing site vis its
where fo cus groups and key in -
for mant in ter views also took
place to doc u ment prog ress and 
learn ing. Quo ta tions have been

left anon y mous to pro tect the
iden tity of in di vid u als and their
com mu ni ties. 

As au thors, we came with dif -
fer ent per spec tives, one as an
ap plied re searcher who is Cau -
ca sian, and the other as a
young ad vo cate im mi grant from
Co lom bia. Through lengthy con -
ver sa tions, dis turb ing re al i ties,
such as sys temic bar ri ers and
the in equal ity of power re la tions 
sur faced, in clud ing in eq ui ties
be tween our selves. Our dis cus -
sions were at times in tense,
mir ror ing the ten sions in the
com mu ni ties, and fur ther in -
form ing our un der stand ing of
the mean ing of sup port. Acknowl edgingmarginalization

In YouthScape, ex pe ri ences
of “mar gin al ity” were un cov ered 
as youth shared sto ries about
dys func tional fam i lies, rac ism,
drug ad dic tion, teen age preg -
nancy, in ad e quacy of hous ing,
fos ter care life, and dif fi cul ties
in adapt ing to city-life when
com ing from iso lated re serves
or war-torn coun tries. “As I got
to know them, I found out that
these young peo ple have many
is sues that mean their lives
have been chal leng ing” (per -
sonal com mu ni ca tion, co or di na -
tor, March 2008). Time and
again, we were re minded that
marginalization was not nec es -
sar ily writ ten onto a per son’s
face, nor would a young per son
vol un tarily ap pro pri ate that la bel 
to de scribe them selves.  

It also be came clear that
while cer tain fac tors were as so -
ci ated with mar gin al ity, young
peo ple’s ex pe ri ences of mar gin -
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al ity var ied (Mont gom ery, Burr & 
Woodhead, 2003). Though
many sources of mar gin al ity are
in vol un tarily in her ited, such as
rac ism, pov erty, body shape,
men tal health, and ad dress, one 
may also choose mar gin al ity. As
re flected a de vel op men tal eval -
u a tor on an elec tronic bul le tin
board for YouthScape:

You can’t change the race
to which you were born;
there’s no choice there.
You start at birth being
seen as ‘less than’ and
that’s what marginalization 
really means. A few choose 
that state; how and why
they do is [also] impor tant.
(personal commu ni ca tion,
February 2008).
There were also de grees of

mar gin al ity; young peo ple
moved in and out of the “‘mar -
gins”, de pend ing on per sonal
sit u a tions and chang ing sup port 
sys tems. Mar gin al ity was and is
not static.

A key find ing from Youth-
Scape has been the value of ac -
knowl edg ing the in equal i ties
and sys temic power dif fer ences, 
and rec og niz ing the mul ti ple
routes of mar gin al ity. Ig nor ing
these is nei ther help ful nor pro -
duc tive. In do ing so, how ever,
we also re al ized the im por tance
of in volv ing com mu ni ties and
young peo ple them selves in crit -
i cally dis cuss ing the la bel of
marginalization. Oth er wise, la -
bels re in forced feel ings of ex clu -
sion, a re al ity rec og nized by
oth ers us ing the des ig na tion “at
risk” (Levin, 2004). Some part -
ners in YouthScape re fused to
use the term in pro mo tional ma -
te ri als: “Let’s avoid us ing la bels

as this tends to fur ther ex clude
peo ple.” Cer tain young peo ple
ex pressed sim i lar con cerns, as -
sert ing, “We don’t like the word.
It does not mean any thing; ev -
ery one is go ing through some -
thing.” 

In re sponse, youth used the
“wiki” idea, which al lows peo ple
to share their per spec tives
freely. This opened up dis cus -
sion among youth and adults,
serv ing to re flect and ap pro pri -
ate the term. The aim was not
nec es sar ily to reach con sen sus,
but to ac knowl edge the dif fer ent 
lived ex pe ri ences. In this way,
young peo ple who were mem -
bers of ex cluded or un -
der-served groups were
ac knowl edged, and the spirit of
in clu sion was hon oured. 

From the chal lenges en coun -
tered in YouthScape, we iden ti -
fied some key prac tices, along
with prop er ties, as crit i cal to
reach ing out to marginalized
young peo ple, and en gag ing
them in com mu nity pro cesses.Prac tices to supportmarginalized young people

The ques tion of de fin ing
prac ti tio ner sup port stood out in 
YouthScape early on, as que ries 
ranged from reach ing out and
find ing ap pro pri ate meth ods of
in ter ac tion, to deeper is sues
around how to sus tain in volve -
ment. At times, these sti fled the
ini tia tive as a whole. At the cen -
tre, it was about re de fin ing the
re la tion ship be tween youth and
adults work ing with youth. As
evocatively stated by a co or di na -
tor: “Our so ci ety does not work
in [sep a rate] youth and adult
worlds. We need to en gage both 

si mul ta neously. [Oth er wise] it 
is like driv ing a car with out a
wheel” (per sonal com mu ni ca -
tion, March 2008). It was also 
about adopt ing new skills for
sup port ing mean ing ful en -
gage ment, which a Steer ing
Com mit tee mem ber from one 
com mu nity found an al most
in sur mount able pros pect: 
“To be able to en gage
marginalized youth in a
non-pa tron iz ing way, gain
their trust and bring them
into the sys tem in a mean ing -
ful way is, I think, as rare as a 
brain sur geon’s skills” (per -
sonal com mu ni ca tion, Feb ru -
ary 2008). Based on the
YouthScape ex pe ri ence, four
prac tices, along with prop er -
ties, have been iden ti fied as
crit i cal to en gag ing
marginalized young people:n Investing in rela tion shipsn Building on strengthsn Finding a common space,

andn Mutual account ability
For each, we de scribe the

prac tice and its prop er ties
along with a few ex am ples se -
lected from YouthScape.

Investing in rela tion ships
Re la tion ships were iden ti -

fied as the num ber one over -
arch ing prac tice for work ing
with youth, es pe cially
marginalized young peo ple
who of ten have trust is sues,
and may have ex pe ri enced
dif fi cul ties that can eas ily trig -
ger prob lems in the re la tion -
ship. The fact that
YouthScape prac ti tio ners
were will ing to re late dis tin -
guished them from tra di tional 
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prac ti tio ners, who were fig u -
ra tively de scribed by one
youth worker as: “drive-by
shooter[s] from a ser vice
agency.” 

In YouthScape, we found
that re la tion ship-build ing be -
gan in out reach. Marginalized 
youth were of ten those who
did not re spond to reg u lar
out reach ef forts, such as in -
for ma tion ses sions or bul le tin 
boards. In stead, it was more
im por tant to find, and then go 
to the places where youth
nor mally hung out, whether it
was a pop u lar cor ner-store, a
fast food chain, or a bus-stop. 
Af ter mak ing con tact with
youth, ef forts shifted to sus -
tain ing in ter est and com mit -
ment. 

Prac ti tio ners’ con sid er -
ation of the lived-re al ity of the 
youth was also im por tant; a
youth con cerned with be long -
ing and mak ing ends meet, or 
one who has to take care of a 
youn ger sib ling came with
cer tain pre oc cu pa tions.
Meth ods and fo cus of en -
gage ment needed to be
adapted to the given con text
so youth felt safe and com -
fort able to open up, and be -
come in volved. One
co or di na tor found the youth
were not able to par tic i pate
mean ing fully un til cer tain of
their basic needs were met:

I know some of them are 
strug gling for trans por ta -
tion, food or a place to
sleep, and I can work
with them to plan
around some of that and 
put them in touch with
commu nity supports if

they ask for it. Now they
trust me and are comfort -
able enough to share their
situ a tions and chal lenges a 
little more… (personal
commu ni ca tion, March
2008).
Es tab lish ing trust and open -

ing chan nels of com mu ni ca tion
en cour aged youth in volve ment. 

With re la tion ships came
com mit ment. As one young per -
son can didly said: “I feel proud
of my self be cause I opened my -
self [up] and now I am con trib ut -
ing to the group.” Co or di na tors
talked about the im por tance of
be ing avail able and ac ces si ble,
in per son or by phone; of leav ing 
of fice doors open for young peo -
ple to come in and hang-out;
and of of fer ing rides to young
peo ple to bring them to meet -
ings, etc. Sup port also meant
en ter ing into a young per son’s
life in are nas that ap peared to
have lit tle rel e vance to the en -
gage ment ac tiv ity it self, such as
help ing a young per son with dif -
fi cul ties in math or giv ing ad vice
on safe-sex to a young girl who
had run away from home and
moved in with a boy friend. Trust
was earned as prac ti tio ners in -
vested them selves, and agreed
to meet young peo ple on their
turf.

Re la tion ships are by def i ni -
tion two-di rec tional. Thus, shar -
ing one’s own sto ries of strug gle 
can be help ful. See ing some one 
who has gone through dif fi cult
sit u a tions but is now play ing a
sup port ive role may in spire and
pro vide young peo ple with hope. 
One co or di na tor who shared her 
story found it strength ened her
re la tion ship with the youth: “I tell 

them how I would not be here if
I had not been given a sec ond
chance. It makes them all smile
and gig gle when they hear my
story be cause they can re late to 
it.” An other one also felt more
closely bonded af ter tell ing her
own story to the youth:  “Shar ing 
my own per sonal ex pe ri ences
and chal lenges, al though some -
times [mak ing me] feel rather
ex posed, was a crit i cal point in
cre at ing con nec tion…” These
sto ries sent mes sages that peo -
ple who have gone through
hard ship are strong and maybe
even more ca pa ble of fac ing the 
chal lenges ahead. If the prac ti -
tio ner was per ceived to have
come from a priv i leged back -
ground, ac cep tance and re spect 
were harder to earn. At times,
com mit ment was tested. 

In vest ing in re la tion ships in -
volves cre at ing op por tu ni ties in
which both youth and adults can 
learn from each other. Prac ti tio -
ners may have in for ma tion and
con nec tions that the youth need 
to fur ther their in volve ment, and 
youth may know best the is sues
and the so lu tions. Re la tion ships 
based on re cip ro cal ex changes
mean both youth and adults be -
come more in vested in ad vanc -
ing the goals of the program.

Building on strengths 
Along with build ing re la tion -

ships, the work needs to be an -
chored in a place of strength
(Brendtro, Brokenleg & Van
Brockern, 1990). How ever, too
of ten work with marginalized
young peo ple has been dom i -
nated by a char ity men tal ity and 
a fo cus on def i cits (Levin,
2004). Youth com ing to pro -
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grams and ser vices have been
viewed as cases with prob lems
that need to be fixed (Mont gom -
ery & Woodhead, 2003).

In our study, we found that
even youth re as serted ste reo -
types as so ci ated with
marginalization that were
disempowering to youth from
“less priv i leged” back grounds.
In one com mu nity, a girl ques -
tioned the abil ity of marginalized 
youth:

For the most part, youth at
the Steering Committee are 
not from marginalized
commu ni ties -—  myself
included…. For these
[marginalized] youth to
come [is diffi cult because]
some times they have such
basic needs to take care of 
that they are unable to
prog ress to high level
thinkers..
For her, par tic i pa tion was a

lux ury that marginalized young
peo ple could al most not af ford.
This is a view that may be con -
sis tent with the Maslow (1968)
hi er ar chy of needs, but is also at 
odds with the view that youth
en gage ment is an in te gral part
of hu man de vel op ment which
can not be dis as so ci ated from
ba sic needs like food and shel -
ter. 

This study sug gests that
prac ti tio ners’ ac knowl edg ment
of marginalization can be done
in ways that are em pow er ing,
but not with out reframing one’s
ap proach. En ter ing into a work -
ing part ner ship in volves fram ing
a per son’s his tory pos i tively, and 
then in ten tion ally fo cus ing on
those pos i tive as pects that can
be built upon. Thus, a first step

is to ac knowl edge the rich ness
of one’s life ex pe ri ences with out 
judge ment. 

A youth worker re spon si ble
for a so cial en tre pre neur ship
pro ject with marginalized youth
was en cour aged by one of the
young woman in YouthScape to
view youth who were strug gling
with late ar rival in terms of the
range of skills these peo ple
were bring ing to the pro ject:  

A kid who has sold drugs
and been on the streets
has commu ni ca tion skills,
math skills, nego ti a tion
skills…. They are very
smart. They are not poor
kids. They have an unbe -
liev able knowl edge of life.
We need to look at them as 
having ‘more than’. It is not 
about what you should be,
and telling them how they
fit in. You [as a super visor]
need to just … keep it flex -
ible. I know it may not
always be prac tical. 
As the young woman her self

had ex pe ri enced mul ti ple chal -
lenges as a for mer crys tal-meth
user, she was able to ar tic u late
the need to value what youth
could do, in stead of deal ing with 
what they could not. 

A change in per spec tive
made ac com mo da tions more
agree able to both the youth and 
the prac ti tio ners. Ac cord ingly,
prac ti tio ners work ing with
marginalized youth need to fo -
cus on find ing the skills, knowl -
edge and tal ents of the youth
they work with, and then to -
gether ex plore how these can be 
built upon. One co or di na tor pin -
pointed the na ture of the is sue:
“It is about meet ing young peo -

ple where they are at.” A
marginalized young per son
said she liked to be in volved
be cause she felt val ued. “It
makes us feel [that] we mat -
ter, be cause what we say is
not go ing to be judged.” An
em pha sis on the strengths of
marginalized youth opens the 
op por tu ni ties for col lab o ra -
tion, and ul ti mately cre ates
health ier com mu ni ties for
youth. In deed, ac count ing for
all the strengths youth bring
to the ta ble re quires a shift in
mindset. 

Finding a common space
In YouthScape, part ner -

ships be tween marginalized
youth and adults were not al -
ways smooth. Dif fer ences in
re la tion ships needed to be
worked through, and a com -
mon ground for work ing to -
gether iden ti fied, of ten af ter
trial-and-er ror.

For in stance, im pos ing a
Steer ing Com mit tee struc ture 
with a 50/50 split be tween
youth and adults mem ber -
ship of ten proved to be in ap -
pro pri ate for the in volve ment
of marginalized young peo ple. 
“The for mat was not work ing.
It was bor ing. Mostly adults
were talk ing. We were not go -
ing any where. In the last one, 
I was al most sleep ing,” ex -
plained a young per son in
one com mu nity. In that in -
stance, the Steer ing Com mit -
tee was dis solved, and
al ter na tive modes of in volve -
ment es tab lished, in clud ing a 
”mar ket place” where young
peo ple would lead open dis -
cus sions on themes of im por -
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tance. This ap proach was
em pow er ing as youth chose
the topic and de signed the
for mat of the dis cus sions. At
times, build ing com mu nity
among youth who share com -
mon lived ex pe ri ences was a
crit i cal first step.

In an other com mu nity, the
call for change came from an
adult mem ber sit ting at an
oval ta ble in a stan dard meet -
ing room where ”high func -
tion ing” youth dom i nated the
dis cus sion over marginalized
par tic i pants, while adults sat
back. The adult mem ber
asked, “Why are we try ing to
make them fit? Should we
not be cre ative, so young
peo ple can be full par tic i -
pants?” The com ment pro -
voked an im me di ate
re sponse from one youth: “It
is very much us try ing to fit in
the adult world; maybe we
can make it a blend.” In deed
ar riv ing at part ner ships re -
quired dis cus sion, and cre -
ativ ity. It was not sim ply
about pro vid ing phys i cal
space. 

In a gath er ing of the com -
mu ni ties, for in stance, a
young per son said she did
not feel she had been lis -
tened to, and that there was
no space for her. Ini tially, a
re quest was made for her to
speak in one of the next ses -
sions. In dis cus sion with oth -
ers, how ever, it was de cided
that this may not best serve
the group, or her self. Frus tra -
tion had been ex pressed
around her tak ing too much
space, and a de vel op ment
eval u a tor who as sessed the

sit u a tion added, “It may not be
good for her to pub licly share
her in ti mate story, even if she
was of fer ing to do it.” Draw ing
on her own ex pe ri ence in care
and with youth-in-care, the de -
vel op ment eval u a tor found it
nec es sary at times to chal lenge
the idea that peo ple had to di -
vulge their sto ries. She asked,
“Was it safe for her and [did she 
have] the sup port sys tems?”  To 
this, an other de vel op men tal
eval u a tor added: “What would
be good for the com mon
space?”  In stead, the per son
was in vited the fol low ing day to
open the ses sion with a prayer
and a few words; each per son in 
the cir cle then shared where
they were from, how they felt
and why they were work ing with
youth. The pro cess re-es tab -
lished an in clu sive com mu nity
and a com mon ground where all 
young peo ple felt they could be
part of the ta ble, in stead of al -
low ing one per son to dom i nate
the agenda. This il lus trated the
need for com mu nity-build ing,
and some times, compro mising.

Sup port ing marginalized
young peo ple may re quire
adults to push bound aries, and
at times chal lenge the sta tus
quo, per haps even call for an or -
ga ni za tion’s own rules to be
changed in or der to al low for
trans for ma tion (Of fice of the
rep re sen ta tive for chil dren and
youth, 2006). In one case, an
es tab lished or ga ni za tion in
YouthScape un der took a re view
of its pol i cies for work ing with
young peo ple be cause the co or -
di na tors re al ized that many of
its rules were too re stric tive. A
board di rec tor of the or ga ni za -

tion ex plained how a new ap -
proach was needed: “[the or ga -
ni za tion] has had a fo cus on
be ing risk-averse… [We are
now] say ing we should loosen it
up. The ex ec u tive com mit tee of
the Board is work ing on de vel -
op ing a pol icy for work ing with
youth.” As youth and adult find
com mon ground, they con trib -
ute to sys temic changes that
can lead to more in clu sive
com mu ni ties.

Mutual account ability
While pur su ing re la tion -

ships, draw ing on strengths
and find ing a com mon space,
prac ti tio ners and young peo ple 
need to hold each other ac -
count able. Cre at ing in clu sive
com mu ni ties can not, in the
long run, de pend on one-sided
ac com mo da tions. On sev eral
oc ca sions in YouthScape, the
zeal ous ef forts to in volve
marginalized youth were at the
ex pense of adults. “I feel like I
should n’t say any thing… What is 
the role of the adults? It’s like
they al most have to be come dis -
en gaged in or der to en gage
youth?” Per haps such dis en -
gage ment was a nec es sary step 
for youth to as sume lead er ship,
but in the long-run, youth also
needed adult de ci sion-mak ers
to “see what [their] role is and
what [they] can do for the
group.” 

Of ten, adults as sume that
giv ing lead er ship to youth is
about be ing hands-off. In
YouthScape, we re al ized that
youth lead er ship did not ex clude 
‘co-con struc tion’. Re flect ing
back on failed at tempts at youth 
tak ing lead er ship on a pro ject
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ini ti ated by adults but handed to 
youth with out sup port, a co or di -
na tor re flected that “as adults
we need to be ma ture to sup -
port the youth—in other words
we need to have the abil ity to be 
self-aware and self-crit i cal…Did
the lack of clar ity in the role and
re spon si bil i ties of youth pre vent
the youth lead er ship to emerge? 
There should have been a
clearer line of ac count abil ity”
(per sonal com mu ni ca tion, Sep -
tem ber 2008). By not chal leng -
ing youth and hold ing them
ac count able, op por tu ni ties were 
missed for youth to learn, and
ex er cise com mit ment and re -
spon si bil ity (see also Camino,
2000). With accountablity co -
mes clar ity in roles and ex pec ta -
tions, and im proved prac tice. 

In hir ing marginalized young
peo ple, there were chal lenges in 
fig ur ing out how the ideas and
con tri bu tions of staff that were
in tim i dated or un able to write
could take place. Con ven tional
job de scrip tions based on
timelines, out comes and de liv er -
ables, how ever, pre vented the
re spon sive ness and emer gence
re quired of some one who works 
with marginalized youth. An ad -
min is tra tor found fault with the
tra di tional hir ing mod els: “It is
an in ter est ing re la tion ship
bring ing youth at risk on staff
when from one day to the next
they can be come home less…so
they can not de liver…it is such a
dif fer ent world… funders need
to know that work ing un der a
busi ness model does not work.”
How ever, in volv ing marginalized
young peo ple should not be un -
der stood to mean re mov ing ex -

pec ta tions; this is in fact a dis -
ser vice to youth. 

Dis tin guish ing be tween
adults sup port ing youth lead er -
ship, adults tak ing con trol and
adults us ing a lais sez-faire ap -
proach can at times be chal -
leng ing. Co or di na tors talked
about the im por tance of hav ing
fun, re spond ing to the vary ing
moods of young peo ple, and of
not nec es sar ily pres sur ing
young peo ple when they did not
want to be in volved in a cer tain
ac tiv ity. This meant that sched -
ules and agen das at times
needed to be tossed out, and
tasks re de fined. While young
peo ple’s re fusal to par tic i pate is
of ten in dic a tive of dis com fort, in 
other cases, prac ti tio ners need
to work with young peo ple to
find an agree able and al ter na -
tive route. Hold ing each other
ac count able in volves adults pro -
vid ing con struc tive feed back, as 
well as chal leng ing youth. In -
deed, lines of ac count abil ity
need to be es tab lished, as well
as bound aries ne go ti ated in or -
der to find for mats and pro -
cesses agree able to both.

Prac ti tio ners work ing with
marginalized youth also need to
ac knowl edge sys temic re al i ties,
be will ing to po si tion them selves 
and de nounce in equal i ties and
take ac tion to break cy cles of
dis crim i na tion. As ex pressed by
Ab orig i nal ac a demic and art ist
Lilla Wat son, “If you have come
to help me, you are wast ing your 
time; but if you are here be -
cause your lib er a tion is bound
up with mine, then let us work
to gether.” Ac cep tance and re -
spect are earned; com mit ment
will be tested. Do ing one’s

home work, set ting aside
pre sump tions, lis ten ing and
rec og niz ing in equal i ties will
all be required.  

Adult ac count abil ity lies in
ac cept ing the re spon si bil ity to 
speak out and open doors for 
marginalized peo ple to par tic -
i pate in de ci sion-mak ing that
has been closed to them, as
well as en gag ing in a pro cess
of chang ing sys tems that are
not sup port ive.Frame work to guideprac tice

When com bined, the four
key prac tices that emerged
from YouthScape, along with
prop er ties, pro vide a guide for 
prac ti tio ners to sup port
marginalized youth to con trib -
ute in em pow er ing ways (see
Fig ure 1). These can be sum -
ma rized as fol lows:
1.  In investing in rela tion -

ships, trust, care, safety
and recip rocal exchanges
are iden ti fied as prop er -
ties. Creating a safe and
caring envronment is
neces sary to bring
marginalized youth to the
table. Trust and recip rocal 
exchanges reflect a need
for both youth and prac ti -
tio ners to have
oppor tu ni ties to learn
from and interact with
one another. 

2.  In building on strengths,
skills, compe tence and
empow er ment are iden ti -
fied as defining
prop er ties. These are part 
of reframing the focus
from what youth don’t
have to seeing the
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compe tence and knowl -
edge that they are
bringing to the program or 
activity. 

3.  In finding a common
space, building commu -
nity, nego ti a tion,
accom mo da tion, and
inno va tion are iden ti fied
as prop er ties. The ideas
and processes that
emerge in finding
common spaces both
among marginalized
youth them selves and in
bridging to others can
lead to more inclu sive
commu ni ties. 

4.  In holding both young
people and adults
account able, there is a
need to acknowl edge
lived real i ties, to iden tify

mutual expec ta tions and
respon si bil i ties, to chal lenge 
the status quo, and to
reflect. Improved prac tice
comes from both
marginalized youth and
adults having and taking on
roles and respon si bil i ties. 

The frame work is a po ten tial
com ple ment to mod els like the
Cir cle of Cour age by Brendtro,
Brokenleg and Van Brockern
(1990) in that it pro vides guide -
lines for prac ti tio ners to use in
their prac tice. Sim i lar to val ues,
prop er ties stand as goals. As
prac tices, their ap pli ca tion will
be tried out, and ac com mo da -
tions made to the spe cific con -
text of a com mu nity and
pro gram. They must not be mis -
taken to con sti tute pre scribed
rules of en gage ment. In prac -

tice, they will only be achiev able
to cer tain de grees. Conclu sion

Real prog ress in the field of
youth en gage ment in volves rec -
og niz ing that, as prac ti tio ners
and de ci sion-mak ers, dif fer ing
lived re al i ties and pre oc cu pa -
tions call for re newed meth ods
of sup port. As iden ti fied in a
grow ing lit er a ture, mean ing ful
en gage ment of marginalized
youth re quires de part ing from
the hi er ar chi cal sep a ra tion (see
also Zeldin, Larson, Camino, &
O’Connor, 2005) be tween youth 
and adults, here re ferred to as
prac ti tio ners. Tra di tional pro -
gram struc tures in which youth
are re ceiv ers and adults are the
pro vid ers are in ef fec tive for all
youth, but even more so for
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marginalized youth (Perkins et
al. 2003). 

Ac cord ing to the par tic i pant
ob ser va tion of YouthScape, ac -
knowl edg ing marginalization is
im por tant to bring at ten tion to
the dis par i ties that ex ists among 
youth, and the re al ity that equal -
ity of op por tu nity is non-ex is tent. 
As so ci ated with la bels, how ever, 
are ste reo types which need to
be more clearly un der stood. As
shown here, la bels can be come
em pow er ing when they are “un -
packed” and the term is dis -
cussed with stake holders,
thereby open ing chan nels of
com mu ni ca tion for systemic
change. 

Con sis tent with a grow ing lit -
er a ture that iden ti fies learn ing
and change as a nec es sary as -
pect of im ple ment ing youth par -
tic i pa tion (see Blanchet-Co hen,
2009; Percy-Smith & Thomas,
2010), this study has shown
that sup port ing marginalized
youth in volves more than cre at -
ing an op por tu nity; it is about
ap ply ing prac tices that al low
youth and adults to fig ure out
new ways of work ing to gether.
As au thors com ing from dif fer -
ent per spec tives, it is through
dis cus sion and ne go ti a tion that
we went be yond our own ho ri -
zons. Youth and adults need to
be given the tools to be come ac -
tive agents of change
(Blanchet-Co hen, 2009).

While fur ther re search is nec -
es sary to ver ify ap pro pri ate ness
and broader ap pli ca tion of the
frame work, it is clear that the
en gage ment of marginalized
youth re quires chal leng ing past
ap proaches and adopt ing prac -
tices that are em pow er ing, mov -

ing away from one-di rec tional
‘drive-by shooter’ prac tices. This
study sup ports the ef forts of the
City of To ronto, in which over 50 
per cent of the youth pop u la tion
is of col our, and which is pro -
mot ing the adop tion of anti-op -
pres sive frame works, in clud ing
re think ing of out reach and re -
cruit ment meth ods, to better en -
gage youth (City of To ronto,
2006). If prac ti tio ners are go ing
to change their ap proaches, we
need other ap plied re search
stud ies that doc u ment the na -
ture and value of re new ing sup -
port.

In re new ing sup port, we are
es tab lish ing fer tile ground on
which sys temic changes can
take place, where both youth
and adults can con trib ute to the 
cre ation of better pro gram ming,
and ul ti mately stron ger and
health ier com mu ni ties. 
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