The Innovation Center for Community and Youtb
Development is a Washington, D.C.-based organi-
zation engaged in programming, research, and pol-
icy development related to youth civic engagement.
Its mission is to unleash the potential of youth,
adults, organizations, and communities to engage
together in creating a just and equitable society.
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Leading, learning, and unleashing
potential: Youth leadership and civic
engagement

Wendy Wheeler with Carolyn Edlebeck

LEADERSHIP IS ABOUT learning, listening, dreaming, and working
together to unleash the potential of people’s time, talent, and trea-
sure for the common good. Too often, young people are excluded
from community leadership roles, or relegated to age-segregated
opportunities such as service learning and youth commissions.
Young people are not only key stakeholders of a community, but
they also represent a huge and often untapped reservoir of human
energy, talent, and vision. Youth civic engagement works to unleash
this potential to create individual, local, and society-level change.

Plenty of young people will not ever be found in traditional youth
development organizations. These young people tend to be older,
more challenged, and less likely to participate in group activities. As
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structures for ongoing growth and pathways for the application
of the learning in action. In order for youth to be successful,
they need continued support in the form of consistent, structured
activities that deepen knowledge, commitment, and opportunity
for action.

Bring young people and adults togetber to work as equal partners.
Young people’s enthusiasm, energy, idealism, and capacity for inno-
vation have served as a catalyst for social change across time and
culture. Yet they cannot do it alone. True community leadership is
inclusive. It requires crossing the boundaries of age, culture, back-
ground, and political beliefs. It demands openness to seeking the
new—opportunities, potential, understanding—while building on
the old—traditions, experience, history. It is about youth and adults
learning and leading together as partners for community change.

Recent advancements in the understanding of leadership devel-
opment have highlighted the importance of transformational rela-
tionships and change. This is an area that is only beginning to be
understood in the field of youth leadership development. For those
who approach leadership as an opportunity to engage in transfor-
mational relationships with others, the potential, results, and
rewards of their work are unimaginable and boundless. Youth-adult
partnerships are intentional relationships between youth and adults
that afford each person equal access and opportunity to learn from
the other, use their skills, dream together, and engage in commu-
nity change and leadership.

In the work of the Innovation Center, youth-adult partnerships
are a vehicle for contextualizing learning and youth civic engage-
ment. Place-based experiential learning among youth and adults
together allows both parties to build new knowledge, skills, and
understanding of themselves and their community, and to engage
an intergenerational lens to discover new perspectives and poten-
tial for action.

Youth-adult partnerships in collective learning and action pro-
mote leadership that is
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Effective, responding to diverse community needs and building sus-
tainability

Inspiring, as people realize they need each other and the opportu-
nity to work in cross-generational partnerships; hope, new
understandings, and previously unknown dreams and possibili-
ties are all unleashed

Mutually dependent, where the “declaration of interdependence” among
individual partners spreads to an understanding of the importance
of crossing boundaries and contributing to the common good

Strong relationships between youth and adults create patterns of
opportunity for idea sharing, dreaming, and decision making that,
when infused into community change initiatives, can lead to pow-
erful results.

Sustaining community change depends on engaging participants
from diverse sectors of a community in the process. Too often, iso-
lated pockets of a community—people already connected to one
another by virtue of age, ethnicity, class, neighborhood, or religious
affiliation—work collectively on behalf of the community to create
positive change, only to finish their work with a job done, even a
problem solved, but without sustainable community results. This
happens in part because the process has not been inclusive from its
inception, often because people do not know how. Inclusion requires
skills, specific processes, and in many cases a paradigm shift.

Another shift requires embracing mutual learning. The paradigm
of mutual learning requires two things: a deep commitment to it
and an intentional application of it. The deep commitment includes
genuine humility; no one can believe they have all the answers, or
that the answers they have will apply to any given situation. It also
demands attention to the variety of ways people learn, trusting
informal learning as much as, if not more than, formal learning.

The genuine partnership paradigm replaces the notion, precious
to many, of empowerment. “Usually,” says Eric Jolly, president of
the Minnesota Science Museumn and chair of the Innovation Cen-
ter’s board of directors, “empowerment means I'll get behind you
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and push you into the fray.” Empowerment assumes just one party
has something to give the other. Partnership assumes each can learn
from the other and already possesses gifts to bring to the process.

Genuine partnership requires humility, mutuality, openness, and
the willingness to share ownership for any new idea or under-
standing. Genuine partnership requires shared commitment and
openness to a common vision of a just and equitable world. It
requires trust and flexibility. It requires the willingness to try new
things and learn from them, to consider them valuable, even if
they fail.

Being able to implement these strategies requires a sophisticated
approach to organizational development, a willingness to lead with
values, and an in-depth understanding of community needs and
desires. The results are well worth the effort.

Experiences of a young leader

Carolyn Edlebeck, seventeen, began her work with the Innovation Cen-
ter in the sixth grade as a member of the Waupaca Healthy Community-
Healthy Youth group. Here she relates ber experience as 4 leader creating
change within ber community and berself.

To me, leadership means being open-minded, respectful, and
receptive, eliciting ideas from others while being confident enough
to speak your own mind. It means being optimistic and open to the
contributions and gifts of everyone, helping them unleash their
own potential while not being afraid to unleash your own. As a
leader in community-change efforts in Waupaca, I have learned
how to speak up and be involved, not as a token young person but
as an experienced leader with something valuable to contribute to
my community. This has not been an easy journey for me or for
others in my community. For a long time, youth were thought of
as problems, not as individuals with an important voice to share and
gifts to help the community. But through dedication, true partner-
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ship, and a commitment to our common vision, we have been able
to really make a change in the way young people and adults think
about the community, organizations, and themselves in Waupaca,
with powerful results.

Before I started with the Healthy Community-Healthy Youth
Program six years ago, we had no idea what youth and adults cre-
ating positive change would look like. Sharing power felt strange
for both young people and adults. It required shifting our percep-
tions and stereotypes and relearning how to interact with one
another and to recognize and appreciate the gifts each of us has,
regardless of age. It was not easy, but the results were well worth
the effort.

Through my experiences I have been able to learn a lot about
leadership and how young people can play a crucial role as equal
partners with adults in community change. Everyone, including
adults, young people, and organizations, needs to make a conscious
effort to reach out and really welcome and appreciate what every-
one else brings to the table. In Waupaca we have made presenta-
tions to a number of local organizations to raise awareness of our
work in the community and ensure that a diverse group partici-
pates. We make sure that not just the typical “high-achieving”
young people are offered opportunities, but that everyone is invited
to share their gifts and strengths with the group. In making
presentations we do not just talk about youth engagement and
youth-adult partnership; we model it, demonstrating how youth
and adults can be equal partners in creating social change. We have
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showing them what youth leadership and youth-adult partnership
can accomplish.

I have also learned the importance of true respect in engaging
young people as leaders. This often means meeting people where
they are. In Waupaca, many meetings involving youth and adults
are held in a designated room at the school, in the hours before
school begins or after school lets out, respecting the requirements
that govern a student’s day and allowing young people to attend
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and contribute. It also means providing people with the tools they
need to participate fully, not expecting more or less of them
because of their age or experience, but helping everyone reach a
point where they can contribute. Contrary to what some people
believe, young people do want to be involved in the things that
matter to them; when given the opportunity to connect, there is so
much we can and do accomplish.

In Waupaca our work has led to a lot of change, both in concrete
events in the community and in how we look at and address com-
munity issues. With young people as equal partners and leaders with
adults, we have been able to look critically and creatively at our
community’s needs and possibilities and together we have created
a popular and cost-effective skate park, have encouraged private
organizations such as the Lions to engage young people in their
work, and perhaps most important, we have created a history and
structure for youth and adults to work meaningfully together on
committees and commissions that make real decisions about our

community. When we started, _v.-uun;zpeople were never consulted

and rarely considered in decisions thataffected' us. Now young peo-
ple serve on a number of organizational and citv council boards as
ful’ voting members. We have just begun a three-year process to re-
envision what we want for the ¢ ymmunity. | have been one of the
leaders in this work. connecting with the school board, mayor. local
priests, business leaders, and others to engage the full diversity of

lour community, and conducting surveys and leading sessions to help

lyoung people and adults celebrate our achievements and assess our
reality, and helping us all work together to plan for the future of
Waupaca.

New young people are involved in our community every day. Many
1o not realize they can be leaders and have never been asked to play
hat role, but when they are challenged to speak out about their com-
nunity and when their voices are respected, they add amazing ideas,
uggestions, and energy to our discussions. Young people have so
nuch to add, and there is so much that a community can achieve
vhen young people are involved, active, and leading the change.
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WENDY WHEELER 15 founder and president of the Innovation Center for
Community and Youth Development.

CAROLYN EDLEBECK 15 4 junior at Waupaca High School in Waupaca,
Wisconsin, and 4 lead trainer with the Innovation Center’s national train-
ing cadre. She is currently considering a degree in international relations.
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