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Abstract
This presentation will draw on a reflection of Youthscape
, a 3 year comprehensive community initiative involving 5 Canadian cities in building community resiliency through youth engagement. The paper will critically examine the opportunities and challenges for youth in becoming active agents of social change. Underlying the inquiry is the question: How can dynamic and systemic interconnections between youth and community be fostered and nurtured across the social ecology ? The presentation will examine four strategies for engagement: youth driven granting,  infusing youth in decision-making, creating child-youth friendly spaces, and working across sectors.
“For me it was personally the grant that really started to change my life, I did not believe in myself, I was a nobody.” Youth grantee, Halifax, 17
Introduction

Consistent with the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, increase attention has been paid to children and young people’s right to participation in the public arena. Phrases such as youth as “citizens” and “agents of social change” are becoming more prevalent (Checkoway, 2006).

Translating child rights to participate in all “decisions that affect them” is however challenging because of the longstanding view that youth are not competent and contributing members of society (O’Neil & Zinga, 2007). In Western countries like Canada, since the industrial revolution --with compulsory education and child labor regulations-- youth have been relegated to separate spheres, with little involvement in community decisions (Steinberg, 1991). 

To take initiative and to organize young people require supports; meaningful involvement depends on opportunities (Percy-Smith, 2010). Mechanisms and structures are needed for young people to contribute to community decisions. Youth-grants are a way of supporting young people’s participation in community, by allowing young people to act upon ideas or issues they have identified as important.


Implementing youth-grants calls for a new way of viewing young people as competent beings able to make decisions and to be trusted with money (Camino & Zeldin, 2002). But, what is the potential of youth grants in bringing about systems change? How are grants a means for becoming youth paced and community based? These questions deserve attention given the growing enthusiasm for youth granting in Canada, and more generally around young people as community-builders.

This article examines youth-granting in a program, called YouthScape, in which for three years 4 organizations across Canada were mandated to spend 30% of their budget on youth grants. Two questions guide the paper:
· What are the ripples of youth-grants? How do youth-grants contribute (or not) to system change? 
· What are the conditions for leveraging the impact of youth-led grants?
First, I present a literature that helps situate the linkage between young people’s engagement and systems change. Then, I review the methods used to carry out the research. In the findings, I first discuss the ripples on individuals, peers, parents and communities as interconnected, and then conditions that have enabled ‘sparks and ripples’ across the social ecology. 

Linking young people’s engagement and systems change

The first element helpful in framing youth and community system is a socio-ecological understanding of development that considers humans as shaped by their environment, but also active shapers of their environment (Bandura, 2006). A transactional model of development, originating from Bronfenbrenner (1979), recognizes that humans exercise agency and can impact their course of development. Thus, young people can impact in real though often subtle ways the different systems that affect their lives –peers, parents, organizations, community (James and Prout, 1997). As shown in figure 1, the arrows are two-directional with a young person recipient of his (her) environment but also responsive, potentially contributing to changing these systems. 
 

Related to the fundamental conceptualization of development and systems change is an assumption that both the individual young person and the each system benefit from a dynamic transactional model. More precisely, it is expected that increasing the interactions between the individual and community provides for resiliency.  In other words, the “capacity to adapt to challenging situations/conflict etc. to proactively plan and manage for the long-term” (Clauss-Ehlers, 2004). Ungar (2007) considers resiliency as the “outcome from negotiations between individuals and their environment to maintain a self-definition as healthy…resilience becomes a question of one’s degree of discursive empowerment.” 

Given the increase complexity and our rapidly changing world, there is a need to understand how interventions can contribute to individual opportunities and capabilities, thereby enhance young people as well as community resiliency (Blanchet-Cohen, 2008; Cook, 2007; Liebenberg & Ungar, 2008). In this case, how do youth grants enhance the capacity of the individual young person to navigate their way through the different community resources to in turn improve their well-being and that of the community?        

Youth-grants are considered to be a mechanism. As posits Amratya Sen, economist and Nobel prize winner, giving meaning to women’s voice and agency requires both “the processes that allow freedoms of actions and decisions, and the actual opportunities that people have, given their personal and social circumstances” (1999, p. 17). The Grameen Bank shows that indeed micro-credit, given a series of facilitating conditions, is an effective means of not only increasing women’s economic power but their contribution to system change (Yunus, 1999). For young people whose age and developmental capacity differ from women what are the facilitating conditions (Lansdown, 2001)? 

The above leads to a questioning around redefining the indicators of change. Interventions aimed at systems change call for paying attention to the relationships/connections established, and ultimately the behavioral changes observed in the individual young person as well as the different systems impacted (Smytulo; Buckles & Chevalier, 2008). Reflecting a sensitivity to use terms of young people and community practitioners, we use terms used in the projects: ‘spark’ as the flashlights that make the connections, and ‘ripple’ as the different layers of impact, as the undulations left from throwing a pebble into the water.
Methods


This paper draws on the experiences of YouthScape (YS), which had as overall goal to increase community resiliency by including young people, particularly disengaged and vulnerable youth in the planning and implementing of community development initiatives. Youth grants were identified as a key mechanism, with the foundation mandating that 30% of funds be allocated to youth grants, equivalent to $70,000 a year.


Case study is the method that best describes the research approach given that multiple methods were used to gather the data. First of all, as a researcher involved in the initiative I had access to all the community reports and was also able to facilitate conversations around the learning about youth-grants.  


In order to gather more systematic information on the grants I carried out interviews and focus groups with youth grantees, staff involved in managing/coordinating the grants, as well as youth and adult mentors supporting the grantees (see Table 1). The interviews followed the format laid out by the communities in their report granting process with open-ended questions such as: Why was your idea important to you? Where did it come from? Can you explain what you did with the grant? Who helped you do your grant? What has been the success of the grants? What did they like about the project? What have you learned? The focus was on capturing the stories. 
Findings: Grants make it real


First of all, it is important to state from the beginning that the youth-grants proved to be a critical in making youth engagement real and bringing youth to the center of the project. Consistent with the notion that learning comes from doing, in the words of a young person “youth engagement terminology stuff no one gets it. You have to experience it to fully understand what it means” (Youth, Halifax, 15). As explained an adult staff: “The youth grants piece is going to be the tool that will broaden our exposure.”
Interconnected ripples

When examining the ripples of the grants, we find that they are interconnected, having almost a domino effect. An impacted individual young person affects peers, parents, organizations and/or more broadly the community. 

Individual young person. In the interviews, young people talked about how they gained confidence in themselves and their ability to contribute. “I’ve learned that I have a lot to offer that I was never really paid attention to me when I was younger.” (Youth, Female, Halifax, 18). 

For several, the grant was an opportunity to show that they could contribute. One grantee involved explains: “Instead of just complaining about how the world is going downhill-the fact is we are doing this conference.” A staff comments: “It makes it possible for them to do work they want to do, it enabled them to get credibility and recognition from their community…—positive recognition for them to be doing something well-enough.”

The grants gave young people an opportunity to show their capacity to take on responsibilities. “With YS they are the accountable person, so that alone builds self- esteem…” (Adult staff, Halifax). Finally, it is important to recognize that: “Money creates power. The money created good power. It empowered them…the money requires planning and it gave them more incentive to plan more fully” (Adult staff, Halifax). “Carlos said that it gave him trust, where nobody had given him trust.”
Peers. The impact on peers was observed especially with other young people being invited to be part of the implementing team. We found that there was often a leader amongst the youth who recruited others to join, as one reflects: “Changes me as a person, really happy XX came up with it. I don’t think I could have actually come up with it.” As many grants targeted their peers, it was interesting to see how youth conceived success, to this one answered; it is “Not the numbers who are there that does not matter… even if we have 5 less students but they are inspired and actually started something that is the greatest thing.”
Parents. Ripples with parents were more important with younger youth grantees. As one youth staff comments: “It is a way to earn respect from their parents…show their parents that they can do it…then their parents can give them more respect.” For some parents, the fact that youth were given money directly was scary, one voiced that fear as follows:

“I am not sure I agree with your radical and risky way of doing things.” 
Community/organizational ripples. The ripples in the community take different forms, ranging from changing perceptions of young people to community organizations changing their practices. Overall, the grants contributed to the first objective, as one comments: “puts that youth in a more positive light with policy decision-makers, so opinion -if not policy is shifting.” (Adult staff, Halifax). In terms of organizational change, in one instance a foundation has a result of seeing the effectiveness of youth grants states: “We will have more youth paced granting.” 
Conditions for increasing sparks and ripples


There are several conditions that facilitate the creation of sparks and broadening of the ripples. Otherwise, the impact of youth-grants can be limited. Intentionality helps. A few key elements found are:

Clear guidelines in the call for proposal. Youth need to know that their project needs to benefit the community. Some communities made this really clear others did not which affected the type of grant applications.
Adult mentors who are system thinkers. Youth often need ideas on how to follow through with their ideas, in seeing the possibilities. Mentors need to help in “Making big dreams real.” As another adult mentor explained: “You want to encourage crazy ideas because so many good ideas come from that.”
Adults who support not control. Adults play an important role but they need to be careful not to overtake. As one explains: “Really as an adult ally, it is just biting your tongue, and taking a step back and letting the grantee do it at their own pace, give them some questions to think about process but do not try and lead them.”
Create opportunities for networking amongst grantees. An important support for grantees can be provided from hearing about other grantees stories, and making connections with other. As one explains: “Perceptions of what is possible—resulted in some deeper changes... “Quite important to being intentional to bring grantees together, by seeing others very powerful.”
Organizational openness to take risk. Supporting grantees requires having organizations who are willing to take some risk, questions policies that may not be supportive of youth involvement. 
Discussion
The findings suggest that youth-grants can be an effective mechanism for young people to contribute to communities but only given several facilitating conditions. Many youth grants will not create the sparks and ripples that one might expect, as one adult staff commented metaphorically: “we ordered Cadillac but we got 87 Toyota with rust on them.” Those that do make ripples across the social ecology combine several facilitating conditions which are really about creating an enabling environment for youth to be community-builders. 
There are no roads, roads are made by walking on…
I will see you reading about the Romans ranting about your head.
You will be going over story line and endings in your head. And I say so long as you seek solutions you will never know your hands. 
Power is just a burden when it tames a man.
 Composed by youth grantee, ThunderBay, 19

� Research for this paper was done as part of the International Institute for Child Rights and Development’s role in YouthScape. We would like to acknowledge support from the J.W. McConnell Foundation.





