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“Every kid is one caring adult 
away from being a success story.”

-Josh Shipp
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Workshop Overview 

This interactive workshop empowers child welfare, education, and 

mental health professionals to elevate youth voice through 

intentional strategies, enhanced self-awareness to recognize blind 

spots and barriers, and practical tools for authentic youth 

engagement. Grounded in evidence-based practices, it offers a 

framework to ensure young people are meaningfully included in 

shaping child welfare’s future.
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Introductions & Icebreaker 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Connection Circle Ice Breaker:

Everyone stand in the Circle 
Anyone that relates to the statement read by the facilitator(s)  step into the circle
Look around to see who else joined, then step back. 

Circle Questions (Ask 7-10):
How many have experienced challenges in getting youth to participant? 
How many feel confident that youth voices are meaningfully included in their work?
How many have received training specifically on youth engagement strategies?
How many regularly check in with youth to understand their needs and ideas?
How many people have ever facilitated a youth-led project or event?
How many have used feedback directly from youth to change policies or practices?
How many have encountered resistance from adults or colleagues when trying to include youth voices?
How many have adapted their communication style to better connect with young people?
How many have intentionally addressed cultural or social barriers to youth participation?
How many have measured or evaluated the impact of youth engagement in their work?
How many have collaborated with youth to develop leadership or advocacy skills?



Authentic Youth Engagement 
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AYE refers to the meaningful and intentional inclusion of young 
people in decision-making processes, where they have real 
influence and their perspectives are valued and acted upon—not 
just token involvement. 

Authentic Youth Partnerships emphasizes creating opportunities 
for youth to collaborate as equal partners in shaping policies, 
programs, and practices that affect their lives.  

(Roth & Brooks-Gunn ( 2016); Checkoway & Richards-Schuster (2003).

Authentic Youth Engagement (AYE) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Authentic Youth  Engagement, (AYE) as young people fully understanding their rights and responsibilities; they actively led the process of making decisions on issues that affect them.  AYE far more than merely inviting young people to the table—it’s about ensuring that they are recognized and empowered as equal, capable partners in decisions that affect their lives. 





Conceptualizing Youth Engagement
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
young people.  

Level 1: Manipulation
Youth have no real input or understanding; used to advance adult agenda.
Youth Role: No agency
Adult Role: Use youth to support cause
Level 2: Decoration
Youth included symbolically, primarily for appearance.
Youth Role: Symbolic presence
Adult Role: Use youth as decoration
Level 3: Tokenism
Youth given a voice but have limited or no influence on decisions.
Youth Role: Limited voice
Adult Role: Control decisions 
Level 4: Assigned and Informed
Youth given specific roles, understand the purpose; adults lead.
Youth Role: Informed participants with roles
Adult Role: Lead and inform youth
Level 5: Consulted and Informed
Youth provide input on issues affecting them; adults make decisions but value youth feedback.
Youth Role: Provide feedback
Adult Role: Seek, value youth input, decide
Level 6: Adult-Initiated, Shared Decisions
Adults initiate, but youth share responsibility and decision-making.
Youth Role: Shared decision-making
Adult Role: Collaborate with youth
Level 7: Youth-Initiated and Directed
Youth lead initiatives independently; adults serve as mentors/supporters.
Youth Role: Lead and direct
Adult Role: Support and mentor
Level 8: Youth-Initiated, Shared Decisions
Youth lead initiatives with adults as equal partners sharing power and decisions.
Youth Role: Lead collaboratively
Adult Role: Partner equally with youth
 





AYE Core Principles: 

Authenticity & Respect: 
Valuing lived experience 
and genuine input from 

youth.

Inclusivity: Ensuring every 
youth’s voice is heard 

regardless of background 
or circumstance.

Mutual Partnership: 
Creating equitable 

relationships between 
youth and adults to foster 
trust and shared learning.

Capacity Building: 
Enhancing self-advocacy 
and leadership skills for 
long-term personal and 

community benefits.
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Identifying Blind Spots, 
Barriers: Tangible Strategies
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Adultism
• Not valuing lived experience and genuine input from foster youth.

Tokenism
• Youth are included just for appearance, not real input. 

Lack of Access
• Limited opportunities for youth in decision-making spaces. 

Stereotyping
• Youth being dismissed as “too young” or “inexperienced”. 

Blind Spots to Youth Engagement

Presenter
Presentation Notes
AYE will be impossible to attain if caseworkers do not respect youth as experts on their lives whose perspectives and feelings matter! 



• Caseworker caseload and workload

• Casework turnover

• Frequent placement changes and mobility

Child Welfare Information Gateway. (2021); EPIC (2020); Casey Family Programs (2023); 

Barriers to Youth Engagement
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
When caseworkers are burdened with excessive caseloads, there is little time available to deeply understand each youth’s unique challenges. As a result, interactions often remain brief and impersonal, leaving foster youth feeling overlooked and neglected.

High turnover rates lead to frequent changes in the adults responsible for a young person’s care. This constant flux hampers the development of long-term, trust-based relationships, making foster youth feel abandoned and reluctant to engage meaningfully.

Repeated moves and unstable placements disrupt the continuity of a supportive environment. The lack of stability forces foster youth into a defensive stance, as they become wary of forming attachments that may soon be broken by another change.




• Evaluate current practices in cultural responsiveness 
and youth engagement.

• Identify potential blind spots and practical barriers 
within your organizations/agencies.

• Put your responses in the menti.com app.

Blind Spot & Barrier Audit
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
https://www.mentimeter.com/app/presentation/alzyvs9khxipx1dnoev4e9grdde98o27/edit?question=k8g1kx51ewnw 

Question in menti: What are some potential blind spots and practical barriers within your organizations/agencies that might impact authentic youth engagement?
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• Let’s discuss your insights to include major themes, 
tangible strategies, and successful approaches that 
may have emerged.

Large Group Debrief



Authentic Youth Engagement 
in Action 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Caseworkers should view youth engagement as a mindset and approach to integrate into daily practice.  Every conversation a caseworker has with a youth is a learning opportunity and being curious is essential! 



Authentic Youth Engagement: Build A 
Trusting Relationship  

1. RESPECT THEIR 
VOICE

2. CONSISTENCY 
BUILDS TRUST

3. CREATE SAFE 
SPACES

4. EMPOWER, 
DON’T CONTROL

5. BE VULNERABLE 
AND GENUINE 1

6

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Every relationship is different, making assumptions about a youth’s interest, expectations, and opinions can be determinantal to relationship building. 
Use multiple modes of communication (i.e. email, phone, text) ; Be nonjudgmental in communication and listening styles.  Validate Youth’s feelings “Hey, what you have to say matters”.   Make time and be intentional about being the adult supporter.   
“ By building mutual, trusting relationships with youth, caseworkers can “buffer” the effect of risk exposure and prepare youth to navigate challenging circumstances” Child Welfare Information Gateway, (2021) 



Authentic Youth Engagement: 
Ask Questions 

1
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Open-ended questions is one of the most powerful tools for authentic youth engagement. It shows respect, curiosity, and a genuine desire to understand their world.

Invite youth to led the conversation 
Affirm their experiences and perspective
Build CONNECTION by showing you care about their thoughts, not just behaviors  


***Asking about a youth’s needs, wants, questions, or concerns can help the caseworker to develop a personalized plan that highlights the youths voice . Asking questions empower the youth to make decisions and develop leadership skills. Asking questions should continue throughout the case planning process as youth may change their minds over time. 



Authentic Youth Engagement: 
Be Real, Be Transparent, and BE 
Present 

1
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Being real” mean being honest and realistic about a situation
Disclose as much information as possible in a timely and age-appropriate manner to keep youth actively informed and involved in case planning/decision making 
Establish early in the relationship when and how the youth can contact you . Set boundaries to avoid burnout!   


*****Case workers may be inclined to keep things positive –while optimism is important- caseworkers should not avoid discussing hard topics. 
🔍 Be Real
Honesty builds trust: Share the truth about situations, even when it's uncomfortable. Youth can sense when adults are sugarcoating or withholding.
Realism over idealism: Avoid making promises you can't keep. Instead, help youth understand the possibilities and limitations.
Model authenticity: Be yourself. Let youth see your humanity—your strengths, your struggles, and your growth.
🧭 Be Transparent
Timely, age-appropriate communication: Keep youth informed about decisions that affect them. Use language they understand and check for clarity.
Involve them in planning: Whether it’s case management, program design, or community initiatives, youth should be active participants—not passive observers.
Explain the “why”: When decisions are made, explain the reasoning. This builds respect and reduces feelings of powerlessness.
🧘🏽‍♀️ Be Present
Establish contact norms early: Let youth know when and how they can reach you. This sets expectations and builds reliability.
Set boundaries to protect your energy: Being present doesn’t mean being available 24/7. Boundaries help you show up fully when you’re there.
Practice active listening: Put away distractions. Make eye contact. Reflect back what you hear. Presence is felt more than spoken.
🛠️ Practical Tips
Create a communication agreement with youth: preferred contact methods, response times, emergency protocols.
Use check-ins to maintain connection: short, regular conversations that build continuity.
Share decision timelines: let youth know when things will happen and what role they can play.




Authentic Youth Engagement: 
Practice Cultural Humility  

1
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Recognize the youth’s culture: Ask questions about the youth’s culture 
Reflect on your own biases: What assumptions do you bring into the space?
Be open to correction: If you misstep, listen, apologize, and learn.

****Culture is a source of strength; a source of resilience and source of pride and it should be preserved.  Listen, to try and avoid biases, to try and understand different cultures …allow yourself to get to know the youth that you are trying to engage and meet them where they are. 



• Understand the impact of trauma on the child development 
and work to minimize it effects without causing additional 
trauma. 

• Past trauma can cause youth to be initially resistant in building 
relationships, developing trust requires a significant time 
investment from the caseworker. 

• Resistance is derived from trauma and caseworkers must help 
youth to work through potential barriers and provide 
consistent, responsive support for youth.

Authentic Youth Engagement: 
Take a Trauma-Informed Approach   

2
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
 
Understand the impact of trauma on the child development and work to minimize it effects without causing additional trauma 
Past trauma can cause youth to be initially resistant in building relationships, developing trust requires a significant time investment from the caseworker 
Resistant is derived from trauma and caseworkers must help youth to work through potential barriers and provide consistent, responsive support for youth

***Use trauma-informed language: Avoid labels like “difficult” or “manipulative.” Instead, ask “What happened to you?” not “What’s wrong with you?”
Document and reflect: Keep notes on what builds trust and what triggers resistance. Patterns reveal pathways.
Collaborate with mental health professionals: Healing is a team effort.




Elevating Youth Voice in 
Supervision 



Model youth-centered practice during supervision

• Offer feedback on youth engagement based on observation of team 
meetings or home visits 

• Incorporate youth voice in permanency goals 

• Use role play during supervision-practice asking hard questions 

• Create a culture of accountability – “Did the youth have a say in this 
decision?”

• Use reflection prompts for team meetings or huddles 

• Review case file audits to see if documentation reflects youth voice 

Tips to Support Caseworkers in 
Elevating Youth Voice    
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Intentional Strategies Of 
Youth Engagement 



• Promote Normalcy 

• Support youth’s interest 

• Celebrate small and large accomplishments 

• Swap “worker visits” with “connection activities” 

• Partner with other supportive adults 

• Encourage youth to invite who they want present at meetings

• Provide varied options for engagement 

• Connect Youth with peer supports systems 

• Emphasize the importance of youth advocacy while youth are still in the 
system 

Strategies for Elevating Youth Voice 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Promoting normalcy and giving youth opportunities to engage in age-appropriate activities has been linked to several benefits including enriched foster care experience, improved academics, and increased social skills. 



Digital Engagement Platforms:
Tools such as video conferencing, collaborative workspaces (e.g., Slack and Google 
Workspace), and social media channels enable consistent and flexible engagement 
among youth and adult partners.

Mentorship & Project-Based Learning:
Leadership boot camps, mentorship programs, and hands-on projects equip foster 
youth with essential advocacy, communication, and management skills.

Digital Storytelling:
Encourages youth to document and share their experiences, building community 
and amplifying their voices through accessible online formats.

Tools & Techniques for Fostering 
Youth Engagement

2
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Benefits of Youth 
Engagement



Empowering Voices: Actively involving foster youth in decision-
making (e.g., case planning and policy advocacy) builds self-esteem and a 
sense of agency. 

Enhancing Outcomes: Real youth leadership drives improved 
behavioral, social, and developmental outcomes by fostering critical skills 
like communication, problem-solving, and advocacy 

Policy & Program Benefits: Incorporating youth input leads to 
more effective, responsive policies and services that reflect the actual 
needs and experiences of foster youth.

Salazar et al. (2021) ; Findings summarized in youth engagement guidelines by The Annie E. Casey Foundation.

Benefits of Youth Engagement 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Empowering youth to take the lead on decision making allows them to recognize how their choice impact their lives and take credit for positive change. Meaningful youth engagement can lead to permanency and improved outcomes in child welfare . Programs that young people help design, implement, and evaluate tend to be more relevant and effective than those designed without youth input. 



Instructions:

Group Discussion: In small groups, read the assigned case scenario 
and discuss strategies for engaging the youth in a meaningful and 
authentic way.

Reporting Out: Each group will share their approach to youth 
engagement, highlighting specific strategies that promote voice, 
connection, and collaboration.

Applying Youth Engagement 
Strategies in Realistic Situations

2
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Wrap Up, Reflection, and Next 
Steps



• Significant Takeaways

• Strategies

• Action Steps

Let’s Reflect…

3
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Set a time:  
One Action I will Take: Write down one action you will take after this workshop to increase youth engagement 
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