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Letter from the President

Dear Colleagues,

As we witness the growing call for social justice across America in the areas of immigration,
health care, education, and gay rights, it is increasingly apparent that this call does not always
include the voice of young people, on whose lives these issues have the greatest immediate
impact. Too often, adults create agendas and engage in dialogue about the issues without

the input of those who are most capable of providing firsthand feedback and leadership.
Often, youth are regarded as part of the problem, and they are given little opportunity to
develop skill sets that allow them to be part of the solution. Youth development programs
rarely include efforts to develop the social-political competency and encourage the collective
agency of marginalized youth. The active engagement of youth is essential for the healthy
development of our young people and our communities.

During the past year, our foundation designed a strategic plan for determining how best

to advance youth-led social change within Connecticut. In order to better understand the
statewide climate for this work, the Perrin Family Foundation, in partnership with the Funders’
Collaborative on Youth Organizing, participated in a nine-month process, convening focus
groups, and interviewing youth, youth practitioners, funders, and scholars throughout the
state. Our purpose was

e to determine the statewide perception of youth-led social change;
e to identify where and how Connecticut youth are organizing for social justice;
e and to assess the climate for further developing the field.

The resulting report presents a broad picture of youth-led social change work in Connecticut.
Although it reveals a striking lack of existing programming, it presents an encouraging picture,
as there is a strong desire that more be done. Our foundation is committed to the concept

of youth organizing and its importance in creating social change, and this data provides a
framework that will focus our efforts—efforts that must include partner organizations as we
work to support youth as leaders of social change in Connecticut.

We in the state have an exciting opportunity to build on the power of youth-adult partnerships.
We hope that this report and our grantmaking strategy will have a powerful impact on existing
youth-led social change groups and also help nurture and develop new groups in the future.
We encourage you to join with the Perrin Family Foundation in this exciting and important work.

DL/ S

SHEILA PERRIN
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The Connecticut Landscape

CONNECTICUT HARBORS stark inequities in opportunity for its residents, and
perhaps no group is as greatly affected by those disparities as our state’s
children and youth. Every decision made on the community, institutional,
and state level shapes the contours of the lives of Connecticut’s young
people—yet the voices of our youth are all too often absent from public
discourse and critical decision-making processes.

A wealth of research documents the challenges and obstacles facing
Connecticut’s youth, but there have been few attempts to understand the
ways in which young people themselves are working to address them.

At the same time, a growing body of national research—conducted by
academics and by experts in the field of youth engagement—indicates
that creating opportunities for youth to act as leaders of social change
has a transformative impact on those young people, on their communities,
and on the laws, policies, institutions, and systems that shape their lives.
In this regard, however, Connecticut is sadly behind the national curve.

In communities throughout the country, young people are leading
successful efforts to transform their neighborhoods, communities,

and schools. The same is possible in Connecticut.
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“There is a perception
that Connecticut

is progressive and

a perception that
Connecticut is wealthy,
and yet when you are
fighting on the front
lines for social change
it doesn’t feel like it’s
either of those.”

—Renae Reese,
Executive Director,
Connecticut Center for a
New Economy

Opportunity Gaps

In national studies, Connecticut consistently ranks among the top ten states in indica-
tors of child and youth well-being.* Behind the numbers, however, lies a disturbingly
persistent set of contradictions. Connecticut has the highest per capita income of any
state in the country, but the income disparities between rich and poor—and by exten-
sion between white communities and communities of color—are growing at a rate higher
than any other state in our nation.? Although Connecticut is widely acknowledged on the
national scene as a “progressive” state, its three largest metropolitan areas have higher
rates of racial segregation than metropolitan areas in Arkansas, Louisiana, and Georgia.?

These disparities have the greatest impact on our state’s children and youth. Young people
of color are detained and incarcerated at rates higher than their white peers even when
they have committed the same offenses,* and Connecticut has been unable to shake its
distressing status as the record holder of the nation’s largest gaps in educational achieve-
ment and opportunity for students of different socioeconomic and racial-ethnic groups.s
These stark inequities undermine our young people’s well-being and compromise the civic
health of our state.

The 2011 Connecticut Civil Health Index, a report published by the Secretary of State and
the organization Everyday Democracy, underscores the idea that equity is essential to
civic health. According to the report, the rates of civic participation in Connecticut con-
sistently correlate with wealth, education levels, race, and ethnicity: “Wealthier, more
educated, white people are significantly more likely to register to vote, volunteer, contact
public officials, play a leadership role in communities, join organizations and associations,
and more.”® The report concludes that the gaps in civic participation are not the result

of apathy, but instead reflect “opportunity gaps” that can be attributed to differences in
income and education that are linked to race and ethnicity and that affect young people
very early in life.

The Need for Equitable Access and
Philanthropic Support

The Connecticut Civic Health Index did not specifically examine civic engagement among
youth, but researchers have found that the likelihood that a young person will engage is
strongly influenced by “opportunity structures,” the availability of roles and settings that
provide meaningful and desirable opportunities for action in the community.® Researchers
also found that community conditions, such as poverty, unemployment and violence —
circumstances keenly felt by young people in Connecticut—inhibit civic engagement,
particularly among youth of color.® A national study conducted by the Center for
Information and Research on Civic Learning and Engagement (CIRCLE) noted that, although
young people of color and low income are often acutely aware of injustice and inequity in
their lives, they lack access to the opportunities to make changes at the community level.*

The very inequities in circumstance and engagement that make social change in
Connecticut necessary also make it difficult to attain. The participants in this report’s
field scan were quick to draw connections between Connecticut’s race and income
segregation and its political and geographic boundaries. As one practitioner observed,
“There are 169 towns in Connecticut, and they operate as independent fiefdoms.” Absent
any regional decision-making processes, resource-sharing infrastructure, or community-
building structures, residents of urban, suburban, and rural communities seldom have
cause or occasion to share and compare their divergent experiences or reflect on
common experiences.
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The social and economic rifts that divide Connecticut’s communities also influence the balance
of power at the state capitol as legislators determine laws, policies, and resource distribution.
Bridgeport, the largest city in Connecticut, has a population of less than 150,000, and the five
largest cities in Connecticut only comprise 19 percent of the state population.’ As a result,

the majority of officials elected to the state legislature represent communities that are often
predominantly white and affluent. These communities may not consider that their own needs,
well-being, and self-interest are intertwined with those of Connecticut’s low-income residents
and residents of color. This shortsightedness, in turn, often leads to laws, policies, and
resource allocations that reinforce rather than challenge inequity.

Connecticut is home to more than 1,500 foundations with a combined $7.3 billion in
assets. These foundations award more than $8o0o million in grants annually, making
Connecticut rank sixteenth among the states in total foundation giving.?? Although there is
no detailed data on how many of those grants remain in Connecticut or on their areas of
focus, many of our state’s philanthropic entities seek to ameliorate societal inequities by instance, youth
awarding nonprofit organizations grants that meet basic human needs, expand educational
opportunities, and promote community health, development, and well-being.

In all but one

groups in Connecticut
have not appeared
Yet, as the National Council on Responsive Philanthropy (NCRP) broadly observes in a

recent report on national philanthropic trends, “the persistence of long-standing disparities on the radar.

amid the advent of strategic philanthropy suggests that something is missing from the

current paradigm.” Given the severity of the inequities in our state, the question NCRP

poses is of critical importance:

When so many systemic disparities persist despite billions of philanthropic dollars being
invested in various programs and communities, how successful have even the most
Strategic philanthropic interventions really been? Indeed, philanthropy’s relatively scarce
resources will never by themselves solve the systemic problems that manifest themselves
as disparities in our society. That is why philanthropy needs to leverage its limited
resources by prioritizing and empowering underserved communities.*

Youth-led social change is a potent method for challenging inequity and ensuring
leadership, empowerment, and active engagement in underserved communities. During the
past decade, numerous national foundations have commissioned studies that document

the proliferation and work of youth-led social change groups. In all but one instance, youth
groups in Connecticut have not appeared on the radar.’

The Perrin Family Foundation worked in partnership with the Funders’ Collaborative on Youth
Organizing (FCYO) to examine ways in which to strengthen and expand youth-led social change
efforts in the state. We conducted interviews and led focus groups with young people, youth

practitioners, grassroots groups, community organizers, and funders across Connecticut to
inform our learning. (For methodology and a complete list of participants, see page 34 and 36.)
Our hope is that this field scan on youth-led social change in Connecticut will

raise awareness about the potential of youth to transform their lives and communities;
identify the challenges and obstacles facing the field;

and suggest ways to strengthen and deepen the infrastructure needed to create
environments that support youth as leaders of social change.
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“I’ve seen
organizations gather
youth to go up to the

capitol 1n their t-shirts
and advocate, and then

I wonder what happens when

the youth go home.”




Defining Youth-Led Social Change

YOUNG PEOPLE have been at the center of movements for progressive social change

throughout the history of our nation. There are a number of ways in which young people

become involved in change movements. Some may have a generational exposure to civic

activism through their families; others may have a critical awakening during their college

years; others may choose to participate in the political electoral process. During the past two

decades, however, young people—especially low-income youth and youth of color—have

connected to social change efforts primarily through participation in nonprofit organizations.

Shawn Ginwright, Associate Professor of Education at
San Francisco State University and a leading expert
on youth development and youth activism, reports
that a significant shift took place in the youth sector
approximately 20 years ago:

During the 1980s and 1990s, considerable public and
private resources were designated to harm reduction
and prevention strategies for youth. Adolescence was
traditionally seen as rife with pitfalls—pregnancy,
alcohol and drug use, crime, violence, and truancy—that
needed to be avoided. The underlying assumption was
that young people needed to be “fixed” before they
could enter into productive adulthood.... Around the
same time, a handful of youth researchers developed
new language and models that saw youth as community
assets. Public policy, they argued, should shift from
prevention to youth development—building supports for
young people and creating the opportunities for growth,
learning, and exploration that are central to preparing
youth for adulthood.”

Just as youth development practitioners pushed
prevention-strategy specialists to expand their view,
Ginwright continues, a new generation of youth workers
began to expand the boundaries of traditional youth
development:

Despite the welcome shift towards viewing youth

as community assets, the goals of positive youth
development focused primarily on the individual —

the skills, competencies, and developmental assets
each young person needs to make the successful
transition to adulthood.... [T]he choices young people
make and the support they receive (or don’t receive) are
informed by broader social and political contexts. These
include systemic barriers that are shaped by race and
economic inequality [as well as by] more subtle social
and political barriers.™

These innovators in the field understood they could

not address the need for positive youth development
without examining the broader social, political, and
economic realities of young people’s day-to-day lives.
They advanced a range of new approaches that linked
the collective empowerment of historically marginalized
youth to community transformation. This work led to
the development of a dynamic new framework for
youth engagement, including opportunities for youth-led
social change.

For the purposes of this report, youth-led social
change refers to a long-term process that builds the
confidence, knowledge, skills, and collective leadership
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of young people while addressing the root causes of
injustice and inequity in their lives and communities.
Youth organizing, which FYCO defines as “a youth
development and social justice strategy that trains
young people in community organizing and advocacy,
and assists them in employing these skills to alter
power relations and create meaningful institutional
change” is a proven and particularly effective strategy
for advancing youth-led social change.”

The Youth Engagement Continuum

YOUTH-LED SOCIAL CHANGE

refers to a long-term process that builds the confidence,
knowledge, skills, and collective leadership of young
people while addressing the root causes of injustice and
inequity in their lives and communities.

The youth engagement continuum, developed by the nonprofit organization LISTEN, Inc., in 2003, helps
situate youth-led social change relative to other prevailing approaches to youth work.z°

Each of the five strategies described in the continuum offers services and programs to young people and
plays an important role in supporting their healthy growth and development as individuals. Communities
benefit most, however, when young people also have meaningful opportunities to engage in civic
leadership and social change. The development of strong and vibrant cities, communities, and states
requires the intentional cultivation of organizations at each level of the continuum.*

INDIVIDUAL

YOUTH
SERVICES

) 4

Client

ROLE OF YOUTH

Provide services to
address individual
problems and
behaviors

Define programming
around treatment,
prevention, and
basic needs

ACTIONS

YOUTH
DEVELOPMENT

20

Participants
and interns/staff

Provide supports and
safe spaces

Foster caring
relationships between
youth and adults;
support youth-adult
partnerships

Develop talents and
assets

Provide opportunities

for growth, development,

and new roles

Build individual
competencies

LEADERSHIP
DEVELOPMENT

|

Participants, leaders,
interns/staff, and
board members

Incorporate
youth development
AND

Offer leadership
opportunities within
the program and
organization

Deepen historical and
cultural understanding
of shared experiences
and community issues

Build skills and
capacities for making
decisions and solving

problems

Provide opportunities to
participate in community
projects

Support youth-adult
partnerships

YOUTH CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT

Leaders,
interns/staff,
and board
members

Incorporate
youth development,
leadership
development
AND

Promote political
education and
awareness

Build skills and capacity
for identification and
analysis of issues and

for action around issues

Cultivate build collective
identity as agents of
social change

Engage in advocacy
efforts

SYSTEMIC CHANGE

YOUTH
ORGANIZING

o0 ﬁ
Members, leaders,
organizers, interns/

staff, and board
members

Incorporate
youth development,
leadership
development, youth
civic engagement,
AND

Offer opportunities to
serve as core staff and
governing body

Build a membership
base to which youth
leaders are accountable

Develop campaigns
and utilizes tactics—
including direct action—
to effect systemic
change

Take active roles in
alliances and coalitions
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Characteristics of Youth-Led Social Change Organizations

FEATURES

«®

Respects youth voice and culture

111

Promotes collective leadership
development

an
Fosters understanding and
analysis of community and society

W
il

Encourages collective agency
and strategic action

fi

Values youth-adult partnerships

PRACTICES

Offer open and safe environment for youth to share
personal challenges and life experiences, often through
creative expression and popular culture

Provide opportunities to assume new roles, master
challenges, and practice collective leadership by
facilitating dialogue, developing goals, and participating
in shared decision making

Deepen understanding and awareness of the historical,
cultural, and political factors that shape community
conditions, including the power dynamics specific to

the issues of youth identify

Build relationships with and establish accountability
to a broader group or community; develop a concrete
agenda for actions that will result in sustained and
lasting change around an issue youth identify; implement
a campaign to apply the necessary pressures
to reach goals

Work with young people, not for them; build
relationships with caring adults who provide
support, guide access to resources, and
foster group accountability

EXAMPLES

Youth host an open-mic event to encourage
others to speak out about what they
experience in schools.

Youth research truancy and graduation
rates in their schools and then plan and facilitate
a community meeting to share what
they have learned.

Youth participate in workshop sessions about root
causes of educational inequity and analyze the role of
the local board of education, city council, mayor, and
state/federal legislature in education decision making.

Youth engage in a listening campaign to
identify issues and develop an action and
accountability campaign to change the school
district’s tardy policy.

Adult staff/mentor helps youth access information
and identify potential allies; staff/mentor also
supports youth in overcoming challenges
and obstacles.

The Features of
Youth-Led Social Change

For some, the notion of youth organizing may elicit
images of large groups of loud young people storming
city hall or leading traffic-blocking marches, chanting and
carrying signs. Although public demonstration is indeed
one of many tactics in a change maker’s toolkit, the
process of youth-led social change both begins and ends
with careful analysis and thoughtful reflection.

In Rhode Island, for example, youth organizers at

the Providence Youth Student Movement (PrYSM) are
engaged in a campaign to challenge discriminatory
policing practices. During the course of their multiyear
campaign, youth leaders conducted research through
surveys, raised awareness through multimedia
productions, and are now working toward the passage
of a comprehensive racial profiling prevention act in the
state legislature. In Brooklyn, New York, young people
from the United Puerto Rican Organization of Sunset Park
(UPROSE), an environmental justice organization, are
monitoring air and water quality and using their data on
community toxins to lead campaigns for clean air and

water. By partnering with adult allies, these young people
defeated plans to build a power plant that would have
increased the level of pollutants in their community. (For
more examples of successful youth organizing efforts, see
the case studies on pages 10-11.)

National experts in the field have identified several

key characteristics of effective youth-led social change
efforts.?2 The chart above describes key characteristics of
youth-led social groups.

Effective youth-organizing groups intentionally develop
the leadership capabilities of low-income youth of color,
who are most affected by injustice. FCYO’s national
survey found that youth-organizing groups across the
country had, on average, four staff members who had
formerly been youth participants in the group. Youth-led
groups also develop the organizational decision-making
and management skills of young people. More than 75
percent of youth-organizing groups engage their youth
in fundraising, strategic planning, program evaluation,
and staff hiring processes. FCYO’s survey also found that
as youth-organizing groups develop and mature, they
advance their campaigns through strategic partnerships.
Three out of four youth-organizing groups are involved
in networks or alliances at a local, state, regional, or
national level.?



UNTIL RECENTLY, students that were late to school

in the Los Angeles Unified School District were at risk

of receiving a $250 ticket from school and city police
officers for violating a “daytime curfew” ordinance. The
combined efforts of the Community Rights Campaign
(CRC) of the Labor/Community Strategy Center, the Youth
Justice Coalition, CADRE (Community Asset Development
Redefining Education), and other allied groups have
changed that.

Ashley Franklin, a youth organizer, explains that the CRC
“was formed to challenge the criminalization of black

and brown life.” In the early 2000s, members of LA’s Bus
Riders Union, an intergenerational organizing project of
the Labor/Community Strategy Center, were running a
campaign to ensure free accessible bus passes for LA
students. While engaged in community outreach for that
campaign, leaders repeatedly heard about students being
charged for being late for school. Union members formed
a youth and adult “study group” and for more than two
years met regularly to learn how the issue was impacting
students. They eventually decided to launch a campaign
focused on truancy ticketing.

Young people in LA high schools lead the work of the CRC.
Students are involved and engaged through community
outreach and through school-based chapters and action
clubs at local high schools. Youth leaders spent two years
gathering and analyzing more than 1,000 surveys about
students’ experiences with truancy, police, and school
discipline.

To substantiate their own investigation, youth submitted a
public records request to the LA school district and police
department for statistics and a demographic breakdown
on tickets and citations issued to students. It took more
than a year to get the data they requested. When they did,
they discovered that, over a five-year period, students had
received more than 47,000 citations and that the ticketing
enforcement disproportionately targeted youth of color.

Young people used creative strategies (from public art

exhibits to poetry performances) to bring attention to
the issues. They gathered petitions, held rallies, and
secured print, radio, and television news coverage. At the
same time, adult organizers helped youth leaders build
alliances to support their efforts—alliances with other
local organizations, activist attorneys who could lend
legal expertise, and city council members who wanted
the truancy ordinance reformed.

For the youth leaders and organizers, celebrations of
the “small” victories along the way—getting the police
department to release the ticket data and getting CNN
coverage of the issue—were essential for building and
sustaining hope, confidence, and momentum. Their
perseverance paid off when, after more than five years,
they won a breakthrough victory. In addition to obtaining
a directive from the school police chief that forbid
officers to issue truancy tickets to students on their way
to school, the city council unanimously approved the
decriminalization of tardiness and truancy.

Don Cipriani, Director of the Just and Fair Schools Fund
at Public Interest Projects and a funder of the CRC
campaign, emphasizes that the effort “was based around
very deep and intense leadership development work
with youth.” Cipriani adds that, from his perspective as

a funder, youth organizing is critical for social change
because youth “bring greater creativity and a greater
willingness to have an assertive and ambitious vision
and agenda. They have fresh ideas that break the mold,
widen the conversation, and bring bold new perspectives
that would otherwise be missing. They push the debate
forward in a way that couldn’t happen otherwise.

Policy and advocacy groups can complement this,” he
continues, “but they could never replace the voice of that
direct experience and the power that lies within it, unique
to the youth leaders of the effort.” According to Cipriani,
investing in leadership development and the organizing
process has a deeper “return on investment” because
“the power and capacity youth gain through organizing
transfers over time and across issues.”



JOREL MOORE, formerly a youth organizer with the
Urban Youth Collaborative (UYC) and now a sophomore at
Manhattanville College, reflects on how youth organizing
efforts ensured that he and his peers could get to school
every day—and how those efforts changed him:

“Before last year | had never really thought about how
we get our MetroCards (just like kids in the suburbs
probably don’t think about how their schoolbus is paid
for). In December 2009, New York City’s Metropolitan
Transit Authority (MTA) announced that, because of a
severe budget crunch, they would be “phasing out” free
MetroCards for public school students.

What impact would this have on students? A normal
subway ride costs $2.25 one-way. Students’ families
would now have to come up with $300 to $1,000 per year
per child in school! We [at UYC] started to talk about the
issue as a matter of fairness. The expense would affect
low-income families and students dramatically.

Research in organizing involves more than the research
you would do for a school paper. It involves talking to
people who have been working on the issue for a while.
We needed to learn more about the MTA and how it

is funded, so we met with MTA representatives who
explained the MTA budget to us. UYC leaders also

spoke about the MetroCard issue at our monthly
Student Union meeting.

We decided that we needed to run a campaign to save
the MetroCards. [We] formed a coalition called Students
for Transportation Justice (STJ). We developed a plan
that included many different actions to demand free
MetroCards for students. UYC/STJ held rallies outside

of the MTA offices, during which members of the Transit
Workers Union, city council members, and student
leaders spoke. We mailed letters to the governor, mayor,
and chairman of the MTA requesting that they meet with
students to explain how these cuts would affect students
and their families. When we received no response, we
hand-delivered the letters personally to the mayor’s

office and to the chairman. We held daily protests at the
subway station that Mayor Bloomberg uses to get to
work. We rallied outside of Governor Paterson’s office in
Manhattan. We also took the fight to the state capitol in
Albany. We mobilized about 50 students and parents to
80 to Albany and speak with 24 state assembly members
and senators.

Finally, UYG/STJ coordinated a school walkout of more
than 1,000 public school students. The decision to walk
out of school was not an easy one—but we had already
taken all of the appropriate steps: met with policy makers
and elected officials, testified at hearings, held rallies,
built alliances, and told our story through the media. All
the major media sources in the city—and the Associated
Press, which reached Los Angeles—covered the walkout
and rally.

Six days after UYC’s walkout, the state, the city, and

the MTA announced a deal to save the free student
MetroCards. In its official statement, the MTA
acknowledged that what made the difference was the
organized students who pushed to find a way to save
student MetroCards: “We heard loud and clear at our
public hearings, in meetings with student leaders, and
in protests around the city that charging students would
have a life-changing impact on the ability of New Yorkers
to receive a quality education.”

During the campaign, students who had been shy about
speaking in class emceed rallies of hundreds of students.
| had never talked to the media before, but suddenly | was
on TV and in the newspaper. Youth who previously hadn’t
even known who their city council representatives were
met with them and spoke out about what we needed.
That’s one thing | love about youth organizing—students
get to take on all kinds of leadership roles.”

Excerpts reprinted with permission from the Annenberg Institute for School
Reform at Brown University and the author from Voices in Urban Education,
no. 30, Spring 2011, http://vue.annenberginstitute.org/.
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Geography of Youth Organizing

According to FCYO’s most recent national survey, there are more than 180 organizations in the United
States that engage young people, predominantly ages 13 to 19, from low-income communities in youth
organizing. The Northeast has the highest concentration of youth-organizing groups, most of which were
established in the late 1990s and early 2000s and which have existed, on average, for 15 years.

< 4 groups per state

5 — 15 groups per state
> 16 groups per state

. Unreported



The Benefits
of Youth-Led
Social Change

Youth-led social change efforts are founded on

the belief that individual growth and community
transformation are mutually reinforcing and inextricably
linked. At its core, youth-led social change seeks

to transform not just the individual but also the
individual’s community and, ultimately, society itself.
When young people are authentically engaged—

when they have the opportunity not just to express
themselves, but also to participate in deciding issues
that affect them directly—communities, institutions,
and social systems become more inclusive, responsive,
and accountable to the needs and interests of young
people. The victories gained by youth leaders of social
change, in turn, expand equitable opportunities and
resources for all young people. The benefits of youth-
led social change are well documented.

Benefits to Young People

Builds core youth development
competencies

As shown in the Youth Engagement Continuum on
page 8, youth-led social change builds on key features
of youth development efforts and shares many of its
outcomes. The Forum for Youth Investment has found
that engaging young people as partners in public
action for change creates in thos