
YOUTH
EMPOWERING

How to Encourage Young 

Leaders to Do Great Things

KELLY CURTIS, M.S.



YOUTH
EMPOWERING

How to Encourage Young 

Leaders to Do Great Things

KELLY CURTIS, M.S.



Empowering Youth: How to Encourage 
Young Leaders to Do Great Things



Contents

Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Chapter 1: When a Community Values Youth . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

Chapter 2: Treating Youth as Valued Resources . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45

Chapter 3: Serving the Needs of Others . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77

Chapter 4: Ensuring a Safe World for Young People . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107

Epilogue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 137

Search Institute’s Framework of 40 Developmental Assets . . . . . . . . 139

Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 142

Bibliography . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 145

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148





Introduction

“This was the first time I had been part of the creation of 
something, rather than just the execution. I had thought my 
role in this organization would be as a worker for adults, not 
as an innovator supported by adults. This experience had a 

profound impact on me as a watershed moment where I was 
given responsibility and power in a very real project.” 

—daniel gillespie, , yale university student and former member 
of the alaska spirit of youth organization

Empowerment—a decade ago, this buzzword wouldn’t have meant 
much to me. But within a month of starting my position as school 
counselor at New Richmond High School in Wisconsin, I knew what it 
meant: Something was different here. The school was unlike any place 
I’d ever been. And then, like the resolution that occurs after staring at a 
three-dimensional design until the hidden picture emerges, it became 
clear to me what that difference was—youth had a voice.

You could hear it. See it. Feel it. Excitement was palpable in the 
halls, on the walls, in the library and offices. At every turn, young peo-
ple played an important role in the life of their school. An eleventh-
grade student answered the office telephone. Tenth graders designed 
and painted a dramatic mural. A twelfth grader brainstormed ideas 
with the principal, preparing to make an important presentation to 
the school board. Youth-designed posters hung on many of the walls.
Students were entrusted with the use of expensive computer equip-
ment from the technology room.

In this environment, youth ideas thrived and genuine motivation 
reigned. Youth took leadership in school decision making and activi-
ties. They voiced their opinions freely and offered their ideas regularly.
This atmosphere of empowerment had been carefully cultivated for 
years before I arrived. The climate was unique. Youth were regarded as 
assets in their school—people whose talents were utilized and whose 
voices were heard.

Youth empowerment in all its forms is a process, with doable, 
defined steps leading toward it. While some ideas, tips, and activities 



in this book may seem initially beyond your reach or may not fit your 
current programming, understand that the empowerment process 
allows for gradual integration of new practices into existing structures.
And because positive adult attitudes are critical to youth empower-
ment, creating an environment that’s receptive enough to foster youth 
empowerment can sometimes take awhile.

Organizations with a strong base of adults who know how to help 
youth find their voice are better prepared to pursue projects that rely 
heavily on an empowerment mind-set. Empowering attitudes and 
beliefs must exist in order to sustain and support youth programming.
Behind the various strategies outlined here is a philosophy that mat-
ters. As is true with asset building, empowerment isn’t a program—it’s 
a way of thinking. Pat Howell-Blackmore, director of communications 
and programs for Thrive! The Canadian Centre for Positive Youth 
Development, explains:

A place that is rich in Empowerment assets shows evidence that empower-
ment is present from the moment you walk in the door. If it’s a school or 
youth center, does a [young person] greet you? Are youth [assuming] leader-
ship . . . roles in the activities that are taking place? Are youth engaged in 
tasks that have a direct impact on other youth? You don’t necessarily hear 
adult voices—but you will see smiling adult faces, happy to help, support, 
and encourage. You see adults who are not afraid to defer to a young person 
to provide a service, support, or direction. You see young people and adults 
who are comfortable with their interactions and roles in the community.

At Search Institute, a Minnesota-based youth development re-
search organization, we speak of 40 Developmental Assets—the 
qualities, opportunities, and conditions that characterize the lives of 
healthy, happy, and resilient young people. The Developmental Assets 
are distributed across eight general categories: Support, Empow-
erment, Boundaries and Expectations, Constructive Use of Time, 
Commitment to Learning, Positive Values, Social Competencies, and 
Positive Identity. Ongoing studies consistently show that the more 
Developmental Assets young people have in their lives, the more likely 
it is that they’ll avoid risky behaviors and thrive developmentally.

Search Institute identifies six guiding principles to help commu-
nities think through the process of building Developmental Assets in 
youth: 



“[Empowerment is] not a bricks and mortar kind of thing. It is an 
atmosphere that transcends place. It’s a way of interacting—a smiling 
face, a word of encouragement, a listening ear, a question or two that 

leads a young person to find a solution to his or her own problem.” 

In 2006, Mayor Jeff Jacobs represented St. Louis Park, Minnesota—
named one of “100 Best Communities for Young People” in 2005 and 
2007 by the America’s Promise Alliance, a national youth advocacy col-
laborative—at the annual America’s Promise conference in Washing-
ton, D.C. He told the inspiring story of Sarah, a St. Louis Park teenager 
who overcame substantial odds to improve her life circumstances.

Sarah came from a troubled home that provided her with no 
parental guidance or support. She sometimes lived out of her car. Still, 
this resilient young woman cared for her younger sister, earned decent 
grades, and volunteered with younger kids. Elderly neighbors took her 
in, and community members supported her in whatever ways they 
could. When the Chamber of Commerce chose end-of-the-year schol-
arship recipients from among its high school graduates, Sarah was 
given the most prestigious award—for $5,000.

WHEN A COMMUNITY 

VALUES YOUTH



The Chamber invited scholarship winners and their families to 
a formal luncheon at which the scholarship winners would be given 
their awards. Unfortunately, Sarah’s mother arrived inebriated and left 
before Sarah had accepted her scholarship. Sarah took the departure in 
stride—this was not an atypical occurrence in her life.

As the scholarship winners filed forward one at a time, family mem-
bers applauded their daughters and sons, their nieces and neighbors.
When it came time for Sarah to accept her award, a mob of 20 or more 
stood up and cheered. Community members had heard that she had won 
the university scholarship, and they attended the luncheon to support 
her. Business professionals took time away from their offices. Teachers 
and administrators left school for the occasion. Neighbors attended, 
too, because Sarah was important to them. They were her family.

And the happy outcome? Sarah’s now a pharmacy student at the 
University of Minnesota.

Sarah’s story need not be unique—communities can have this kind 
of impact on youth in similar situations. Mayor Jacobs’ advice is simple 
but powerful: “Create a story like that. Engage the kids in your commu-
nity to help you create stories like that. Those stories will find you.”

Heirs to the Globe

“Kids are our best source of adults. If we don’t train 
them, we’ll run out. You have to give them the 

necessary resources and skills they need to operate 
the processes that they will one day inherit.”

The way we guide young people today will ultimately determine the 
world’s fate—and our own. But valuing the contributions of youth to 
our society—viewing youth as worthy of adult respect—is a relatively 
new concept. If the efforts of passionate individuals can create inroads 
toward youth-centered communities, then we can move toward inclu-
sion of those who are arguably our most valuable resource. When 
youth speak of being valued, they mean that adults listen to them; take 
time to be with them; offer them leadership opportunities to speak out 



about issues that are important to them; and recognize them as assets 
to the community.

Community mobilization is vital to asset development in general, 
and central to asset 7: Community Values Youth in particular. Most 
caring adults would agree that a community that values its young 
people is more likely to create an environment that is emotionally and 
physically safe for them and prepared to use them as resources and 
service providers to the community. But “valuing youth” encompasses 
more than just making young people a focus in the community—it’s 
empowering them to contribute as well.

See Youth, Hear Youth, Know Youth

“[Working to empower youth is something that drives you] from 
your core, your soul, and your being; it’s a powerful spark from 

within that allows you to start the fire within someone else. 
I think adults become leaders because of [their] compassion. 

They care about others and want to improve the quality of life, 
. . . make a difference, and have a lasting impact.”

—lisa silverman, , centennial high school, ellicott city, maryland

At the heart of communities are individuals. Wisconsin high school 
principal Wayne Whitwam recalls the afternoon he stopped Jay, a 
fourth-year student, just before leaving school for the day. On his way 
out, Whitwam usually saw Jay and his girlfriend walking together.
On this particular day, Jay was alone. In passing, Whitwam asked Jay 
where she was.

Jay looked down and muttered, “We broke up.” A moment later, 
Jay asked Whitwam, “Got a minute?”

This brief, near miss turned into a two-hour conversation between 
the two in Whitwam’s office. Jay ultimately revealed that he was think-
ing of suicide. Whitwam was able to be present at a crucial moment in 
time for his student, and called Jay’s mother, who came immediately 
to the school to see Jay safely home. Jay needed support that day, and 
his principal knew him well enough to recognize that need and lend 
him an attentive ear.





Adults who value youth see youth, hear youth, and know youth.
A community that values youth is composed of individual adults 

who make it their priority to acknowledge and care for young people.
Teachers know students’ names and use them consistently as they ask 
students for their opinions or inquire how the game went last night.
Neighbors share with each other the good news they’re hearing about 
kids on the block. Parents make a point of swapping supervisory 
responsibilities to provide fun and safe weekend gatherings for their 
children. Faith communities offer youth programming, and support-
ers fill the event bleachers, even during a losing season.

And a community that values youth consistently looks for ways to 
include its young people. Schools and recreation programs offer youth 
activities year-round. City planners seek youth input for projects that 
affect young people. Community celebration organizers design age-
appropriate activities to engage young people and families. Commu-
nity life at its best embraces all ages.

Building a Foundation

“If you expect a lot from youth, more often than not I believe 
they will step up to the plate. At the same time, be aware of 

[their] time constraints and lack of experience.” 
—daniel gillespie, yale university student and former 

member of alaska’s spirit of youth organization 

Society’s attitudes toward youth erect tall barriers to empowerment.
And media outlets perpetuate the view that adolescence is primarily a 
time of peer pressure and risky behaviors. Many adults see media mes-
sages as evidence confirming that young people need to be protected 
and controlled, rather than regarded as competent and worthy of 
working collaboratively with adults. In a recent survey, only 21 percent 
of adults expressed confidence that youth can represent their commu-
nity on a city council, and even fewer believed youth can organize and 
successfully carry out a community service project or serve as voting 
members of the school board.¹ We have our work cut out for us.
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How Do You Bring Out 

the Power in Young People?

“Empowering Youth . . . gives even the most seasoned youth advocacy 
worker a solid dose of inspiration, and reminds readers of the true value 

of youth participation in creating positive social change.”
—deborah reber, author of in their shoes: extraordinary women 

describe their amazing careers

“Gives professionals a practical guide for countering the negative 
effects of entitlement and allowing kids to develop a sense of worth 

that will last them a lifetime.”
—dave funk, educator and love and logic consultant
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