Adult Allies

Lessoh 2: The Adult Leader and Other Adult Allies

When young people work to create community change, they usually do so with
support and encouragement from others. Some adults work with the group in
various roles — such as bringing people together or providing support to the
groups’ efforts. We call these people adult allies. An adult ally is someone who
stands up for or reaches out to youth. An adult ally can also be someone who
joins with others to support their strategy for change.

Often, an adult leader works closely with the group, and serves as their primary
ally. As an ally, the adult leader helps the group access resources for activities,
deal with bureaucracies and overcome obstacles. The adult leader also plays a
key role in assisting youth to develop leadership skills so they can participate
fully in the groups’ efforts. Adult allies are important role models as well.

Adult allies operate from the assumption that youth can create important, lasting
change, and they are comfortable working in real partnership with youth. In
community organizing with youth, adult allies support teens in voicing their own
ideas and making their own decisions. This means that adults have to be willing
to share power with youth and relinquish control over how things get done.

The California Center for Civic Participation uses a continuum for sharing power
between adults and youth. Groups that foster strong leaders usually work from
high levels of youth participation. Groups that function using tokenism and
consultation usually do not provide meaningful opportunities for the youth
themselves and are usually unable to build and sustain youth participation. It
may take time and practice to figure out the level at which your group is working,
and the steps you need to take to get to true partnership between adults and
youth, but it is well worth the effort.
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Adults set agenda and make decisions. One or two
young people may be included, but often without
training and without a promise that their suggestions
will be taken.

Adults seek advice from young people, but on terms
set by the adults.

A select number of young people are put forward as
representing their peers, usually via a committee
system and with varying degrees of accountability.

Adults provide encouragement and impart
skills/values to help a young person achieve success.

Young people and adults set agenda together, decide
on issues and activities, and have joint accountability
and shared responsibility.

Other adults can also provide considerable support for your work.
Parents, other family members, teachers and friends can also be allies to the
youth in your group. They can provide important support for the youth and the
groups’ efforts. In many projects, parents can provide transportation, organize

! California Center for Civic Participation based on resources developed by the Academy for Educational
Development, the Center for Youth Development and Policy Research, and the National Network for Youth.
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snacks, attend events and offer encouragement. Adults who support the groups’
goals may participate in the youths’ meetings with policymakers or testify at
hearings to support the youths’ position. Some adults will understand youth
development and may be right in step with your group. For other adults, this
philosophy and way of working with youth may be new. In these cases, the adult
leader may need to educate the adults, and model behavior, so that they are
working within your framework of youth-adult partnership and mutual respect.
The adult leader may also need to advocate for the youth in order to support their
full participation in a project.

Below are some suggestions for roles that adults and youth commonly assume in
effective youth-adult partnerships. You can use these to start dialogue in your
group about roles and responsibilities of group members. This will help to make
sure there are clear expectations and a shared understanding about how
everyone contributes to the group’s success.

Roles of the Adult Leader or other Roles of the Youth...
Allies...
m Helps secure a safe space, funds, | m Contribute their time, energy, and
and supplies intelligence toward creative
m  Shares real decision-making with solutions
the youth m  Maintain commitment to the group
m Helps youth give voice to their m Use their strengths to support each
concerns and act on them other
m  Networks with community m Build respect and trust
resources m Take responsibility for ownership
m Helps bring parents and other of the group
allies into the process m  Assume leadership roles — try out
m  Gives encouragement ideas and test yourself to develop
m  Works patiently against powerful new skills
long-standing prejudices m  Work patiently against powerful
m Creates opportunities for youth to long-standing prejudices
develop leadership skills

There are many resources for being allies to young people. Tips for Effective
Youth-Adult Partnerships follow this section, and other resources are listed in the
Tools section.
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