Youth need to be heard. They need to play an active part in the critical decisions
t hataffecttheirlives.Childwelfareagenciesneedtoaskforandusetheperceptions,experiences,andrecommendationsofyouthtomakemeaningfulsystem-level
improvements.Federallawsandregulationsrequirechildwelfareagenciesto
involvefamilies,children,andyouthinplanningandimplementingservices.
Usethisguidealongwithstoriesofauthenticengagementtohelpyouidentify
practicesandactionsthatcanstrengthentheroleofyouthvoiceinyouragency.
Eachaudiostoryisanchoredbytheperspectiveofayouthandispartneredwith
oneortwootherperspectives—caseworkers,leaders,attorneys,orpeermentors.
Selectfromamenuofsuggestionsintheguidetosuitdifferentpurposes
and audiences.

Why Is Youth Engagement Important?
Adolescenceisatimeofmassivechangesinsocial,emotional,andcognitive
processesandbraindevelopmentthatwillshapethetrajectoryofadultlives.Risky
behaviorinadolescencehasaneurobiologicalbasis,andtheplasticityofbrain
developmentduringthisperiodopensopportunitiesforbothpositiveandnegative
experiencestoimpactemotionalregulationandtheabilitytomakesounddecisions
asanadult.Itisimportanttoprovideasafeenvironmentandsupportforyouthto
havenewexperiencesandtakerisks(Konradetal.,2013).

Use this guide individually or
with groups to:
w Thinkcriticallyaboutreal-world
examplesofauthenticengagement
w Considerhowtoengageyouthvoicein
practice, peer support, and systemlevelchange
w Learntoworkmoreeffectivelywith
 youngpeople
w Augmentagencywidetraining
w Focusmeetingsonyouthengagement
w Connectwithcommunities
w Recruityouthrepresentatives
w Supportthedevelopmentofpeer
mentoringprograms

Thisisevenmoreimportantforyouthinfostercarewhomaylacknaturalsupportsandhavebeenexposedtochronicorsevere
stressors.Adversechildhoodexperiencesnegativelyimpactself-regulationandmakeyouthmorevulnerabletolifelonghealthand
mentalhealthdifficultieswithsignificantsocialandeconomicconsequences.Trauma-responsivecare,accesstosupportnetworks,
proactiveandcooperativerelationships,andnormativeexperiencesduringadolescencecanhelpmitigateearliertrauma(Murryet
al.,2015).
Asyoulistentothestoriesinthisseries,youwillheartheyouthexplainhowengagementatthepractice,peer,andsystemlevelsgave
themthesupportandempowermenttheyneededduringthiscriticaldevelopmentalperiod.Youwillunderstandhowengagement
practices,suchasbeinginvolvedintheirowncaseplanningandexperiencingleadershiproleswiththepositivesupportofanadult
orpeermentor,provideyouthasafeenvironmentinwhichtotakerisks,makemistakes,andlearnemotionalself-regulation.Youwill
seehowtheexperiencesandsupportiverelationshipshelpyouthmovethroughdevelopmentaltasksduringadolescencetobecome
healthy, connected, and productive adults.

Practice-Level Youth Engagement
Engagementatthislevelrecognizesthatthe
relationshipbetweenthechildwelfare
professionalandtheyouthiscriticalto
accomplishingthegoalsofsafety,permanency,
andwell-being.Astrength-basedapproachto
establishingandmaintainingrelationships
helps to:
w Gainbuy-inandempoweryouthtodrivethe
 decision-makingprocess
w Empoweryouthtodetermineserviceneeds
w Mutuallysetgoals,developcaseplans,and
 makejointdecisions
w Buildtrustandaccomplishchangetogether
w Connectyouthtotheircommunitiesand
needed supports
w Prepareyouthforthetransitionfromfoster
 caretosuccessfuladulthood

Peer-Level or Peer-Led
Youth Engagement

System-Level Youth
Engagement

Engagementatthislevelenlistsyoung
adultswhohavehadlivedexperience
inthefostercaresystemasmentorsto
helpyouthcurrentlyinfostercareto:

Engagementatthislevelincludes
youthandyoungadultswhoareor
wereformerlyinvolvedwithchild
welfareservicesasactiveparticipants
insystemschangeactivitiesto:

w Navigatethesystem
w Meetcaseplangoals
w Provide mutual support and


self-advocacy

w Learnlifeskillsforsuccessful
adulthood
w Developsocialandemotionalskills
 throughhealthypeerrelationships

w Advocateforpolicychanges
w Serveondecision-makingboards
w Evaluatechildwelfareservices
 andprograms
w Ensure that community resources are
 alignedwithwhatyouthsaytheyneed
w Ensurechildwelfareservicesbuild
 strengthandresilienceinyouth
w Serve as practice advisors
and consultants
w Conducttrainings

Menu for Improving Youth Engagement
Browsethemenutofindsuggestionsforhowtousedifferentlearningactivitiestosuitdifferentpurposesand
audiences.SelectstoriesbyreviewingthesummariesofAuthenticYouthEngagementStories.Beforelisteningto
any stories, share TheSecretSauce:ARecipeforAuthentic,Honest,andTrustingRelationshipsWithYouthand
QuestionsforCriticalThinking.Theseresourcesmaybeusedforindividuallearning,incoachingorsupervisory
sessions,orwithteams.
Forgrouplearning,beginbyaskingthegroupwhattheybelievearethebasicingredientsforauthenticyouth
engagementatthepractice,peer,andsystemlevels.Recordtheresponsesonawhiteboard,thenshareThe Secret
Sauce:ARecipeforAuthentic,Honest,andTrustingRelationshipsWithYouth.Askthegrouptoreviewthelist
andidentifyanyelementsthatstoodouttothemthathadnotbeenidentifiedordiscussed.Instructthemtonote
examplesthatillustratetheingredientsastheylistentoselectedstories.Afterlisteningtothestories,assignafew
ofthe“QuestionsforCriticalThinking”forparticipantstodiscussfirstinpairs,theninsmallgroups,andfinallywith
thelargergrouptodiscovercommonthemes.

Appetizers

Meals

Anappetizershouldincreaseanticipationforwhatis
tofollow.Raiseawarenessaboutthevalueofyouth
engagementbyfeaturingoneortwostoriesand
questionsasanicebreakerformeetingsorlearningseminarsortojumpstartengagementwithyouth
andfamilies.

Mealsareadedicatedtimefornourishment.Usea
selectionofstoriesrepresentingallthreelevelsof
engagementtocreatealongertrainingsession.Sharea
“meal”withcommunitygroupsandotheryouth-serving
organizationstoraiseawarenessaboutthevalueofyouth
engagement.Helpleaders,managers,andstaffwork
moreeffectivelywithyoungpeoplebyaddingstoriesto
existingtrainingorasarefresherforveteranstaff.

System-levelengagementstoriescansupportculture
shiftsintheagency.Openameetingfocusedon
includingyouthvoiceinmeaningfulpolicychange
workorcollaboratewithyouth-supporting
o
 rganizations.Usewithamultidisciplinary
orcontinuousqualityimprovementteam.
Peersupportengagementstoriescanbegin
conversationswithyouth-servingorganizationsabout
buildingapeer-to-peermentoringprogramorrecruiting
youth representatives.
Practice-levelengagementstoriescanbeusedtoopen
astaffunitmeeting,training,oraone-on-onecoaching
session.Useincourtcollaborativepartnermeetingsto
establishacommonunderstandingofyouth
engagement.

Snacks
Snacksaremeanttosustainyoubetweenregularmeals.
Useoneoftheninestoriesasaregularfeatureinstaff,
partner,andstakeholdermeetingsovertimetokeepthe
focusonincludingyouthvoice.Veteranworkerscan
sharpentheirengagementskillsbylisteningtothestories
andconsideringthequestionsasanongoingprofessional
developmentfeatureofsupervisorysessions.

Desserts
Dessertsarethesweetdishservedattheendofameal.
UsetheDessertMenutofindresourcesformoreindepth
informationandstepsforactionplanningtointegrate
youthengagementintostandardpracticefromcase
planningthroughsystem-levelchanges.

The Dessert Menu
SelectresourcesfromthisDessertMenutomovebeyondthestoriesandfindmoreindepthinformationandstepsfor
actionplanningtointegrateyouthengagementintostandardpracticefromcaseplanningthroughsystem-levelchanges.

The YouthEngagementBlueprintSeries promotes
cultureandclimatethatencourageyouthengagementat
alllevelsofanorganization.Theseriesdescribeshowto
buildcapacityineachoffourcomponentareas:viewing
youngpeopleasorganizationalassets,havingthe
rightpeople,implementingflexibleandinnovative
programsandpractices,andusingscienceand
technologyeffectively.

InformationMemorandumACYF-CB-IM-19-03 provides
guidanceandsuggestionsfromtheChildren’sBureau
aboutengaging,empowering,andutilizingfamilyand
youthvoiceinallaspectsofchildwelfaretodrivecase
planningandsystemimprovement.

EngagingPartnerstoAchieveTimelyPermanencyoffers
tipsandstrategiestoengageorganizationswithdeep
communitytieslikenongovernmentalorganizations,
faith-basedcommunities,andphilanthropicorganizations
thathavebeenkeypartnersinsupportingchildrenand
youthinfostercaretoachievepermanency.Thetipsand
strategiescanalsobeusedtocollaboratewiththesame
organizationstocreateopportunitiesformentoringor
peersupportprograms.

“BuildingandSustainingCollaborativeCommunity
Relationships”givespracticalstepsandguidanceforestablishing,assessing,andevaluatingnewand
existingcollaborations.

“StrategicPlanninginChildWelfare:Strategiesfor
MeaningfulStakeholderEngagement” presents tips
andstrategiesforengagingstakeholdersinfederal
monitoring,reporting,planningprocesses(e.g.,Childand
FamilyServicesReviews,ProgramImprovementPlans,
ChildandFamilyServicesPlans,AnnualProgressand
ServicesReports),andotheragencyprocesses.

“BeyondStrategicPlanning:EngagingFamiliesinPlan
Implementation”providesstrategiesandconsiderations
onengagingandmaintainingyouthandfamilyvoice
duringtheimplementationofChildandFamilyServices
Plans.Thepublicationdescribessettingexpectationsand
preparingforparticipation,makingtheprocesswelcoming,andestablishingandmaintainingeffectivecommunicationthroughouttheimplementationprocess.

“CreatingaVisionTogether:EngagingFamiliesandYouth
forBetterOutcomes”summarizesstrategiesandtipsto
collaboratewithfamiliesandyouthatalllevelsofagency
planninganddecision-making.

Positive Youth Development discusses positive youth
development,includingkeyprinciples,howtointegrate
positive youth development into youth development
programs,howtoassessyouthinvolvementand
engagement,andyouth-adultpartnerships.Thesite
alsoconnectstorelatedresourcesforsuccessful
youthengagement.

DevelopmentalRelationshipsResourcescontainslinkstoresearch,tips,andaframeworkforstrengtheningthe
developmentalrelationshipsthathelpyoungpeoplesucceed.

Authentic Youth Engagement Stories
Practice-Level Engagement
Practice-levelengagementstorieshighlightthefundamentalrelationshipbetweenchildwelfareprofessionalsand
youths.Thestoriesillustrateastrength-basedapproachtoestablishingandmaintainingrelationshipstoaccomplish
changetogetherbysettinggoals,developingcaseplans,andmakingjointdecisions.Individual-levelengagement
achievesbuy-inandempowersyouthstodrivethedecision-makingprocess.

Andrea and Medina’s Story

Revealstheelementsofatrustingrelationship
betweenayouthandherattorney.Theattorneygained
theyouth’strustthroughmodelingconsistencyand
reliability.Theirrelationshipdevelopedintoalasting,
supportivefriendshipthathelpedtheyouthlearnto
advocateforherselfandherchild.

Medina

“No matter how angry, sad, or depressed I was, she
was always there. Once I saw I could really trust her,
I started opening up more.”

Andrea

“I had to work hard to earn Medina’s trust. There
were times when she was so angry at the world and the
system she found herself in that she would yell and hang
up on me. But she would call back. And I would
always answer.”

Ronnie and Jackie’s Story

Showshownonjudgmental,activelisteningand
relatabilitybuildrapportandtrust.Opportunitiesto
laughandtalkaboutreallifesituationshelpeda
youth and his attorney develop a mutually
rewardingrelationship.

Ronnie

“She always listened to me and never once judged me
for anything.”

Jackie

“Ronnie bought into the relationship, and his buy-in
graced me with the opportunity to learn more about
him as a person preparing to enter the world
more independently.”

Diana and Tishana’s Story

Tellsthestoryoftherelationship,initiallyforgedoverasharedmeal,betweenayouthandhercourtappointed
specialadvocate(CASA).TheCASAworker’sadvocacyforconcretesupportstomeettheyouth’sneedshelped
growthetrustintheirrelationship.

Tishana

“She is someone who believed in me since day
one and never gave up on me.”

Diana

“Tishana is capable of achieving any goal she sets for
herself, and I am privileged to be part of her journey.”

Stefani and Kim’s Story

Demonstrateshowshowingupandlisteningare
foundationaltodevelopinganourishingrelationship
withyouth.Assheevolvedfromayouthintoateen
momandanadvocate,ayoungwomandescribesthe
constantsupportsheandherfamilyreceivedfroma
socialworker.Thesocialworkertalksabouthowtheir
relationshiphascontributedtoherown
personalgrowth.

Stefani

Corey and Kristopher’s Story

Addressestheimportanceoftransparency,honesty,
andrespectinbuildingmutualtrust.Acasemanager’s
commitmenttobeinggenuineandtransparenthelped
ayouthovercomeyearsofdistruststemmingfrom
earliertraumaticexperienceswhileinfostercare.

Kristopher

“I explained to him that the most annoying thing past
workers did was blindside me. Once I told him that, he
made sure that I felt like the captain of my life.”

“Amidst all of our perfectly imperfect relationships, every
youth in care deserves someone like her.”

Kim

“I have seen her grow and learn. We also learned from
each other in unexpected ways.”

Corey

“My relationship with Kristopher has taught me patience,
the importance honesty, and to treat young people with
respect and individuality.”

Peer-Level or Peer-Led Engagement
Peer-ledengagementstoriesshowcasementoringprogramsthatenlistyouthwhowereonceinfostercaretohelp
otheryouthinvolvedwiththechildwelfaresystem.Youthpeerscanhelptotranslatethechildwelfaresystem
andreducethestressandanxietyofuncertaintyindifficulttimes.Hearingfromsomeonewhohasgonethrough
thesystemandisabletosharehowitaffectedtheirlivescanbeapowerfulsourceofpeer-to-peersupport.Peer
mentorsassistthroughmutualsharing,support,andadvocacy.

Paulette and Luz’s Story

TellsthestoryoftherelationshipbetweenayouthinfostercareandaBraveLifepeernavigator.Bothtalkabout
thepersonalsharingandmutualtrustthathaveforgedaconnectionthatwilllastalifetime.

Luz

“I wanted to be able to advocate for myself, to
let everyone know my thoughts, to fight for my
daughter the way she fought for me. I learned to
stand up for myself and to let no one plan out my
life, especially the foster care system.”

Paulette

“Witnessing Luz’s growth reminded me of my
experience in care, which I shared with her. I share
my story if I feel it’s going to make a difference in a
young person’s life.”

Sarah and Nic’s Story

Underscorestheimportanceofconsistencyandencouragementintrustingrelationships.AFosteringSuccess
peermentorgavethisadvicetotheyouthshementored:stoplisteningtothepeoplewhodon’tbelieveinyou.

Nic

“My mindset has shifted. I can face difficult
obstacles and classes with confidence thanks to the
encouragement I’ve received.”

Sarah

“I’ve tried to be a consistent support to him no matter
what he was going through and his biggest fan when
he’s doing awesome.”

System-Level Engagement
System-levelengagementstoriesillustratetheintentionalinclusionofyouthandyoungadultswhoareorwere
formerlyinfostercareasactiveparticipantsinsystemschangeactivities.Atthesystemlevel,youthmayadvocate
forpolicychanges,serveondecision-makingboards,evaluatechildwelfareservicesandprograms,actaspractice
advisorsandconsultants,conducttrainings,andparticipateinsocialmarketingcampaigns.

Debra, Kaylah, and Brittany’s Story

HighlightstheadvocacyworkofStateandRegional
YouthLeadershipCouncils.Twopaidregionalandstate
youthspecialistsandtheTexasDirectorforTransitionalLivingServicesdescribehowincludingyouthvoice
byprovidinga“seatatthetable”atthestatecapital
enhancesthechildwelfaresystem.Allthreediscuss
therewardsandpersonalimpactoftheirwork.

Brittany

“Being able to teach, empower, and mentor young adults
in the foster care system while being able to relate to them
has given me such a rewarding feeling.”

Kaylah

“I initially didn’t want to be associated with foster care
and wanted to completely erase it from my past. I didn’t
want it to define me, my family, or my future. … I’ve now
realized the positive impact that using my voice and lived
experience has had in my work.”

Debra

“My passion and commitment to youth was instilled very
early by my father, who worked with at-risk youth for
many years.”

Arika and Micaela’s Story

Revealshowadvocatingforyouthmakesadifference
insystemchangeandintheadvocates’ownlives.The
DirectorofPolicyandAdvocacyatNMCANandayouth
advocatetalkabouttheirsharedexperiencetestifying
asexpertwitnessesforstatelegislativecommittees
andhowitcreatedastrongbondbetweenthem.

Micaela

“Honestly, policy and politics was not something I was
initially interested in. But by being at the capitol, learning
about the process, seeing how my advocating could make
a difference, I became really interested in it…I also gained
a lot of skills and got good at it.”

Arika

“We worked together every step of the way. … Through all
this, we came to really trust each other, in the work and
as people.”
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