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why support 
youth voice?

What’s the best way to help young people make 

good decisions, now and as they grow older? Is it 

by restricting their choices and running your youth 

program like a drill sergeant? No! As one educational 

writer puts it, “Youth learn how to make good choices 

by making choices, not by following directions.”*  

Organized activities for youth—whether in an after-

school program, a community center, or somewhere 

else—can provide wonderful contexts for youth to 

experience voice, control, and to practice decision-

making. 

*

Community. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Build youth motivation

Promote learning and self-direction

Improve programs and communities

This does not mean you should relinquish all control 

to youth. Rather, for youth voice to work you must 

maintain a delicate balance: A balance between 

helping youth feel power and control, while still 

providing youth with safety, structure and support. 

Supporting youth voice may include simply asking 

youth for input about the program, providing 

meaningful opportunities for choice, and ultimately, 

true adult-youth partnerships in programs. The 



The David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality is a division of the Forum for Youth Investment 3

Let’s break down what the youth 

voice method can do…

Build youth motivation

Supporting youth voice can produce great 

decision-making opportunities in the program, 

they are likely to feel a sense of ‘ownership’ 

of that program, engage fully in the program, 

and come back for more in the future. 

Promote learning and self-direction

Increased motivation can lead to increased 

learning. Giving young people opportunities to 

make decisions that matter encourages them 

to explore their interests, participate as group 

members and leaders, and ultimately become 

stronger decision-makers in life outside the 

program. Support for youth voice can promote 

learning in many areas such as strategic thinking, 

self regulated learning, and communication skills.

Improve programs and communities

aren’t limited to youth—adults, programs and 

involve youth in decision-making, adults’ views 

of youth can change to be more positive, adults’ 

commitment and energy levels can increase, adults 

can feel more competent as program leaders, and 

programs can become more connected to youth.

 



overview
*

at the top!

Youth experience shared leadership of program with adults. Leadership opportunities 

for ALL youth; not just presumed “leaders”. Youth take active roles managing their 

own time and learning; youth have real opportunities to shape program. Adults 

provide support and safety for youth decisions and leadership roles.

Youth have real, relevant choices about how they spend their time, processes, 

offerings, etc. This step may have the biggest range… from simple, closed-ended 

choices between activity options to important open-ended questions about how to 

run things.

No voice or false voice. This includes: tokenism, having one or two youth in 

leadership roles to give the appearance of youth voice; decoration, using youth to 

pretend that the cause is inspired by youth.  

SHARED

LEADERSHIP

CHOICE

INPUT

NO VOICE

*This ladder is a variation of the “ladder of youth participation” promoted by Hart (1992).



The David P. Weikart Center for Youth Program Quality is a division of the Forum for Youth Investment 7

The Method
We divide our recommended strategies into opportunities and support. The Voice strategies correspond with 

the rungs of the ladder; the support strategies apply across all rungs. Please note that these categories are 

not entirely separate. In fact, providing opportunities without supports are not likely to be successful. But 

communities. These strategies are explained in the next few pages.

Opportunities for youth voice

INPUT: Provide opportunities for youth to provide input and feedback to adults

CHOICE: Provide opportunities to make relevant and meaningful choices 

SHARED LEADERSHIP: Provide opportunities for leadership and responsibility

Support for youth voice

Increase challenges, roles, and responsibilities over time



Building the Rungs of the Youth Voice Ladder 27

Use this form to examine the youth voice 

in your program or activities and plan for 

increasing youth voice in your setting

Leadership Opportunities for All   28

This worksheet is designed to help you consider 

the challenge of supporting leadership development 

for ALL youth; not just the natural leaders.

Youth Voice Activity Planning Form  29

This form is designed for planning activities 

or projects to do with youth. This is not a 

comprehensive planning form, but rather focuses 

on including opportunities for youth voice.

Youth Feedback Forms    30

Two forms are provided – one with multiple 

choice questions and one with open-ended 

questions. You can make copies of these and 

use them to collect feedback from your youth.

Youth Voice at the Activity Level



Opportunities to support youth voice at the 

organization level exist that are not available at the 

supports for youth voice at the organization level is 

a good way to make sure youth voice is consistently 

supported in activities. Similarly, support for voice at 

the organization level can impact staffs’ abilities to 

support voice at the activity level. 

How do you offer youth voice at the organizational 

level? There are many ways to provide opportunities 

for input, choice, and leadership in the daily operation 

of the program. We provide the inventory on the next 

page as a place to start. 

Youth Voice at the Organization Level 

 

Here’s how you might use the inventory:

1. First, gather a group of youth – they can be 

leaders in the program or any group that you think 

need some adults; most likely, those that work 

with this group of youth.

2. Next, make two copies of the form on the next 

page. Have the youth complete one form as 

a group. Meanwhile the adult can complete a 

separate form.

3. Once the two groups are done, adults and 

youth can come together. Take a look at how 

the completed forms compare. Go line by line 

and discuss each item. Are there items where 

there’s disagreement? Are there areas where 

the organization shines? Are there places where 

organizational support for youth voice may be 

improved? What questions or issues does this 

conversation bring up?

4. Ultimately, this conversation can lead to a plan 

in the organization. You may end the meeting 

with action steps that youth and adults will take 

to improve the organization’s support for youth 

voice. 

Good luck and have fun!



Youth Voice: The Research

“[P]ositive development is not something that 

lot of help from parents and others. They are 

As we aim to promote positive youth development, 

of helping young people act as the agents of their 

own development. Research suggests that to be 

effective we must master strategies to foster youth 

voice and support young people’s autonomy. 

young people to actively participate in shaping the 

people’s autonomy requires that adults help youth 

develop and realize their own goals, interests, and 

even those that work closely with young people 

everyday, are unfamiliar with these concepts. 

According to one group of scholars, most teachers 

report that autonomy is a foreign concept and 

generally use controlling motivational strategies 

adults don’t have faith in young people’s decision-

making ability. For example, one survey of over 700 

adults found that nearly half of all respondents were 

their community to city council or serve as a voting 

that youth workers learn to practice autonomy 

supportive behaviors and facilitate youth voice. 

Drawing on research conducted in schools, families, 

and out-of-school time programs, this research 

autonomy support for young people of all ages. 

can use and highlights some important caveats all 

youth workers would do well to keep in mind.

teachers, families, and youth workers support their 

autonomy and allow them to exercise voice. In the 

classroom, studies have found that teacher autonomy 

been positively associated with young people’s 

been associated with a range of positive academic 

outcomes including: higher grade point averages 

social competence, perceptions of self-determination 

to protect young people from academic alienation, 

support has been positively associated with intrinsic 

associated with improvements in young people’s 



Ask-Listen-Encourage and the Active-Participatory Approach

The Youth Work Methods

Youth voice is a foundational idea in the Active-

Participatory Approach. As with all methods in this 

series, the strategies for building opportunities 

and supports for youth voice can be strengthened 

in parallel with other methods. By incorporating 

other Youth Work Methods, you will be better able 

to support youth to have positive youth voice 

method—particularly the planning part, may be 

considered a subset of youth voice. That is, planning 

is ‘choice with intention’. See this guide for numerous 

tangible strategies for helping youth be intentional 

about the choices they make. 

In addition, the ideas of youth voice can be 

strengthened from strategies presented in Active 

Learning, Cooperative Learning, Building 

Community, and Ask-Listen-Encourage
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