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Creating Inclusive and Effective Environments for Young People:

Exploring Youth Voice and 
Youth-Adult Partnership
Everyone Benefits When 
Youth Are Consulted
An effective and evidenced-based way to 
improve schools, nonprofits, and government 
agencies is to learn from the perspective of those 
being served. Research has shown that giving 
youth a voice results in increased feelings of 
engagement and ownership. For example, stu-
dents who believe they have a voice in school 
are seven times more likely to be academically 
motivated than students who do not believe 
they have a voice.i

What Is Youth-Adult Partnership?
Gathering feedback from young people and using that feedback to improve services is a best practice for all 
youth-serving organizations. But that only scratches the surface. Out-of-school time programs, communi-
ty-based organizations, and local government agencies can all benefit from the intentional inclusion of youth in 
their policies, programs, and structures.

Youth-adult partnership (Y-AP) is defined as a group of youth and 
adults working together to make decisions and take action on im-
portant issues.ii Y-AP is not a specific program model or curriculum. 
Instead, it is a set of principles and practices that may be applied to a 
wide range of settings and activities (Figure 1). Y-AP is not just about 
giving young people a voice, it’s about shared decision-making. In 
Y-AP settings, youth are increasingly serving alongside adults as facil-
itators and educators, board members, researchers, media producers, 
community organizers, and fundraisers.

Figure 1. Youth-Adult Partnership Settings 
and Activities

Source: Adapted from Zeldin, Petrokubi, & MacNeil, 2007.
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Y-AP is a fundamental strategy for positive youth development. The use of empowering practice is a core compe-
tency for youth workers,iii and youth participation in decision-making is a key indicator of youth program quality. 
For example, it is a core feature of many assessments that measure high-quality out-of-school-time environ-
ments, such as A Program Assessment System (APAS) from the National Institute on Out-of-School Time and the 
Youth Program Quality Assessment (YPQA).

However, many organizations struggle to move beyond voice—occasionally asking youth for input or feedback 
on decisions that adults make—to a more meaningful engagement of young people in authentic decision-mak-
ing, where young people work alongside adults over time to grapple with real-world issues and choices.iv Re-
search suggests that youth experience higher levels of empowerment when there is this type of “shared control” 
among youth and adults.v

Why Does Youth-Adult Partnership Matter?
A synergy happens when both youth and adults are expected to contribute their resources and perspectives 
toward a common goal.vi Through mutual learning and collective action, Y-AP has powerful influences on youth 
empowerment, adult development, organizational effectiveness, and community issues.

Four core principles underlie Y-AP: authentic decision-making, natural mentors, reciprocity, and community con-
nectedness.vii Each principle works together to create a dynamic environment with thriving youth.

Reflecting on your program, school, or organization, consider:
•	 To what degree do youth have the authority to make decisions that matter to themselves and others?
•	 What are some settings in which youth work alongside adults who share their interests?
•	 How do youth and adults learn from each other?
•	 How we do we foster as sense of belonging?
•	 How do we help young people feel like they have a role to play in our community?

Thriving Youth,  
Programs, and 
Communities

Youth Contributions

Adult Contributions

Mutual Learning  
& Collective Action

Figure 2. Youth-Adult Partnership Promotes 
Thriving Youth, Programs, and Communities

Source: Petrokubi, 2014.
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How Can We Grow Youth-Adult Partnership  
Within Our Organization?
Y-AP challenges adults to think differently about their role in relationship to youth. Some adult partners adopt a 
mindset of “leading from behind,”viii which involves making space for youth to step into roles and responsibilities 
previously reserved for adults. Both youth and adults need support and scaffolding for this type of relationship. 
Effective organizations take steps to align their norms and structures to build a “culture of Y-AP” in which young 
people participate in multiple aspects of decision-making.ix

Just like adults, young people want the freedom to choose where and how they engage in decision-making. Not 
every young person is interested in becoming a board member. There are many ways youth and adults can share 
decision-making in everyday settings such as afterschool programs and classrooms. These opportunities can 
help lay the foundation for Y-AP in less typical settings, such as organizational operations and management.

Table 1. How Are Decisions Currently Being Made in Your Organization?

Adults  
control

Youth and  
adults share 

control

Youth  
control

Decisions in settings where there are more youth than adults

Establishment of group norms and expectations

Management of conflict

Recruitment of new program participants

Use of space

Program development and curriculum design

Facilitation of program activities

Planning of special events

Decisions in settings where there are more adults than youth

Fundraising

Communications and outreach

Governance and policy

Evaluation

Staff hiring, orientation, and evaluation

Why Should You Invest in Promoting Youth-Adult Partnership?
Y-AP is an issue of social justice.  This is expressed in the saying “Nothing about us, without us.” Participa-
tion can be viewed as a basic human right that should not be denied to children because of their age.x For exam-
ple, Article 12 of the 1989 United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child states that the views of children 
should be taken into consideration in accordance with their age and maturity. Many countries that ratified the 
convention have institutionalized youth participation in public institutions.xi,xii In the United States, many youth 
organizers view equal participation as a social justice issue and make it a central part of how they operate.



Y-AP strengthens democratic society.  By actively participating in group decision-making, young people 
develop the skills, knowledge, and dispositions they need to be active and engaged community members.xiii,xiv 
Research suggests that Y-AP plays a role in bridging the “civic empowerment gap.”xv Participation in collective 
action may cultivate the agency and sociopolitical development of underrepresented youth.xvi In addition to pre-
paring youth to lead in the future, Y-AP strengthens communities today, by promoting more responsive public 
policy and more inclusive community institutions.xvii, xviii, xix, xx

Y-AP is developmentally responsive practice.  Youth thrive in settings that support their ability to make 
a difference. Like adults, they want to feel a sense of purpose, and they want to engage in activities that make a 
meaningful contribution to their community.xxi,xxii,xxiii Programs that provide opportunities for Y-AP may see higher 
retention and engagement.xxiv,xxv Quality Y-AP cultivates a sense of self-efficacy and belonging and promotes the 
development of skills such as strategic thinking, group process, and leadership.xxvi,xxvii, xxviii, xxix

Youth-Adult Partnership in Schools
A growing body of research has documented the benefits of school-based Y-AP. Schools that use a Y-AP frame-
work have documented enhanced student-teacher relationships,xxx improved school climate,xxxi and improved 
instruction and curriculum.xxxii Y-AP reminds teachers, administrators, and parents that students possess unique 
knowledge and perspectives that can bring to light issues that may otherwise go unnoticed and often provide 
the most effective strategies for addressing those issues.xxxiii There are many ways in which schools can build Y-AP 
into their planning, including practices that focus on the classroom, school, district, or even state. 

Tips for Educators and Youth Workers
1.	 Reflect on how youth are currently engaged with different aspects of your programming, decision-

making, and operations. Are there opportunities for more youth involvement? What are they?

2.	 Advocate for the importance of a youth perspective. For example, push for the meaningful inclu-
sion of youth in policymaking and governance.

3.	 Practice scaffolding—break down projects and actions into their component parts to help youth 
understand the full scope of a project and how they can effectively contribute to its success.

4.	 Consider how to strengthen the training, coaching, and professional development provided to 
your staff, so they learn to gradually take a more supporting role.

5.	 Examine the options available to young people. Too few options and too many options can both 
be problematic.

6.	 Hire staff members that already understand the importance of youth voice and Y-AP.

7.	 Realize that effective Y-AP is built upon relationships and a communal sense of belonging. How 
can you build strong youth-adult relationships and promote that sense of belonging?

8.	 Make sure you gather a broad range of youth perspectives, not just those of high-achieving or 
well-connected young people.
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