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School leaders play a crucial role in enabling and sustaining student voice
initiatives. This article identifies three specific ways in which administra-
tors can spark and encourage a focus on increasing student voice in
school decision making and in classroom practice, including (a) fostering
youth–adult partnerships within the context of a schoolwide learning com-
munity, (b) buffering from administrative bureaucracy within schools, and
(c) building bridges beyond school walls with intermediary organizations.
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The concept of distributed leadership has gained increasing credence in
recent years as an important way to improve the implementation of educa-

tional reform strategies. At its best, distributed leadership can improve school effec-
tiveness and the reduction of burdens for the school’s principal (Lashway, 2003).
Sharing responsibility for important tasks with teachers and other school personnel
can improve understanding and acceptance of change efforts, enhances the skills and
knowledge of school personnel, and increases community cohesion (Copeland,
2003; Elmore, 2000).

Increasing student voice in schools broadens the notion of distributed leadership
to include considering young people themselves as capable and valuable members
of a school community who can help to initiate and implement educational change.
When put into practice, student voice at the most basic level can consist of youths
sharing their opinions of problems and potential solutions at the most basic level.
Partnering with students to identify school problems and possible solutions reminds
teachers and administrators that students possess unique knowledge and perspectives
about their schools that adults cannot fully replicate. Students also can raise tough
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issues that administrators and teachers might not highlight, including examining
structural and cultural injustices within schools rather than blaming failing students
for not succeeding in schools (Fine, 1991; Mitra, 2001).

Although uncommon, student voice initiatives can entail instances in which
young people collaborate with adults to address the problems in their schools and in
the broader policy environment. In a youth–adult partnership, specifically, youths
and adults together have the potential to contribute to decision-making processes, to
learn from one another, and to promote change (Camino, 2000; Jones & Perkins,
2004; Mitra, 2005). This form of collaboration comes with an expectation of youths
sharing the responsibility for the vision of the group, the activities planned, and the
group process that facilitates the enactment of these activities (Jones, 2004). A focus
on mutual teaching and learning can develop in youth–adult partnerships with the
expectation that all parties involved assume a leadership role in some aspects of their
shared effort (Camino, 2000).

In the case of youth–adult partnerships, it is often assumed that an increase in
youth leadership means that adults must simply “get out of the way” (Camino, 2005;
Mitra, 2005, 2006a). School personnel, therefore, might express concerns that
youth–adult partnerships create an expectation of equal roles among students, teach-
ers, and administrators. Yet it is a mistake that empowering some in a youth–adult
partnership means that others must give up power. Equality is not a focus of
youth–adult partnerships. Instead, such endeavors foster mutual respect and respon-
sibility. Both adults and youths need opportunities to share what they have learned
based on their experiences and their beliefs. Instead of a focus on equality,
youth–adult partnerships work best when they focus on valuing all contributors so
that all members have a valued role in the sharing of knowledge and information.

Research has found that youth–adult partnerships can contribute to improved edu-
cational outcomes and serve as a catalyst for changes in schools. Youth–adult partner-
ships have led to improvements in curriculum and assessment development, such as by
students offering instant feedback during staff development sessions (Fielding, 2001;
Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). They have also improved classroom practice directly by
teachers working with students to cocreate curriculum and to engage in dialogues
about ways to shape the learning occurring in the classroom (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004;
Goldman & Newman, 1998; Lodge, 2005; Rubin & Silva, 2003; Rudduck &
Demetriou, 2003). Youth–adult partnerships also can strengthen teacher-student rela-
tions (Arnot, McIntyre, Pedder, & Reay, 2004; Bragg, in press; Shultz & Cook-Sather,
2001; Smyth & Hattam, 2004), such as by having students take teachers on tours of
their neighborhoods (Mitra, 2004). Youth–adult partnerships also can improve teacher
training (Donohue, Bower, & Rosenberg, 2003; Youens & Hall, 2006), including hav-
ing preservice teachers shadow students and work with them on collaborative projects
(Cook-Sather, 2002, 2006). Youth participation in faculty meetings can even change
the tenor of conversations, including reducing unprofessional behaviors such as
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completing crossword puzzles during staff meetings or openly showing hostility to
colleagues (Mitra, 2003).

Youth–adult partnerships also can increase positive youth development out-
comes. By providing youths with opportunities to participate in school decision
making that will shape their lives and the lives of their peers, increasing student
voice in schools offers a way to reengage students in the school community
(Fielding, 2001; Levin, 2000). Participation can increase youth attachment to
schools, which in turn correlates with improved academic outcomes (Mitra, 2004).
Youth–adult partnerships can lead to powerful increases in the civic engagement of
youths, including an increase in the belief of young people that they can make a dif-
ference in their lives and the lives of others (Kirshner, O’Donoghue, & McLaughlin,
2003; Mitra, 2004; National Research Council, 2002). Such student voice initiatives
also help young people to develop competencies—including tolerance, getting along
with others, respectfully and effectively questioning authority, and public speaking—
crucial to becoming involved and productive citizens.

Whereas collaboration among teachers and administrators can be quite difficult
(Leonard & Leonard, 2001; Sergiovanni & Starratt, 1998), one could argue that
including students in the educational change process is even harder. The traditional
roles of students as compared to adults in terms of power and status distinctions
make it difficult for all members of a school community to feel comfortable involv-
ing students in the reform process—and particularly in the messy parts of change
where school leaders do not have the “answers” yet. Given the potential ability of
youth–adult partnerships to contribute to educational reform, this article discusses
how administrators can help to enhance student voice opportunities in schools.

Method

Building on previous research examining student voice initiatives (Mitra, 2003,
2004), this article is based on data gathered during a project that examined the con-
ditions that enabled and constrained the process of developing school-based
youth–adult partnerships. The goal of the research study was to identify schools
working on fostering youth–adult partnerships, rather than to find schools with a
range of student involvement in reform efforts (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The 13 high
schools in this study all received grant funding from a local foundation in the San
Francisco Bay area to work on building a student voice initiative in their schools.

All of the schools in the sample were situated within an urban environment—
either within an inner city or a bedroom community in the San Francisco Bay area
that possessed regional urban characteristics: an ethnically diverse population com-
posed of students of Asian, Latin, African, and European descent; a public school
system that lacked sufficient resources to prepare its children; and high concentrations
of poverty. All but three of the schools were very large—2,000 students or more; of
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the remaining three schools, one was a charter school, and the remaining two were
“last chance” schools offering students an opportunity to finish their diplomas when
they had been expelled or otherwise removed from traditional district schools. All
names of the schools and projects have been changed to preserve the anonymity of
the cases, as have the names of individuals involved.

Data collection consisted of semistructured telephone interviews conducted with
a minimum of two and a maximum of five individuals participating in each of the 13
youth–adult partnerships at the beginning of the grant cycle and when their funding
ended. The interviews included questions on five main issues: the types of changes the
group hoped to make, the actions taken by the group, the supports that the group
received to conduct its work and who provided these supports, the contexts that hin-
dered their change efforts, and plans for the future and ways to sustain their work. In
addition to interviews, data collection also included gathering group documents of
media coverage, internal publications, and pages from group and school Web sites.
Observations also were conducted of mandatory meetings that brought potential grant
recipients together to learn about the grant process and of subsequent meetings after
the funding was awarded that encouraged the schools to share their successes and
struggles with each other to foster collaborative communication among the grantees.

The coding structure that guided the data analysis was developed using a
grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which
is a qualitative methodology that is useful for the purpose of developing theory
derived from systematically gathered and analyzed data. The analysis began by
examining the ways in which participants articulated the youth–adult partnerships
developed in these sites. Interview and observation transcripts and written docu-
ments were read several times to identify themes that emerged from the data (Strauss
& Corbin, 1990). The next step consisted of identifying the central theme around
which the categories fit. For the purposes of this article, the central themes focused
on ways in which the data illuminated how administrators help or hinder the success
of youth–adult partnerships.

The Role of Administrators in Strengthening
Youth–Adult Partnerships

Findings from this research project indicate that administrators can play many
important roles as advocates for youth–adult partnerships. Specifically, administra-
tors can (a) foster youth–adult partnerships within the context of a schoolwide learn-
ing community, (b) buffer them from administrative bureaucracy within schools, (c)
and build bridges for them beyond school walls with intermediary organizations.

Fostering youth–adult partnerships within the context of a schoolwide learning
community. Previous publications have discussed in detail the ways in which the goals
and intentions of youth–adult partnerships align well with schools that encourage
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collaborative behavior among teachers and administrators (Mitra, 2003). This con-
nection is especially the case because teachers in such situations tend to be more
empowered themselves. Learning communities encourage the sharing and process-
ing of information (Little, 1993; Seely-Brown & Duguid, 2000), and they have led
to improved teaching and learning as teachers work together to critique practice, to
support professional growth, and to learn together how to improve practice
(Grossman, Wineburg, & Woolworth, 2001; Louis & Kruse, 1995; Newmann, King,
& Youngs, 2001; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001; Talbert, 1995).

Learning communities also model the same types of exchanges that are encour-
aged in youth–adult partnerships, and they require the same types of supports (Mitra,
2006b). Key strategies for encouraging thriving learning communities include estab-
lishing a baseline trust (Achinstein, 2002; Friend & Cook, 2000; Leonard &
Leonard, 2001; Westheimer, 1998), intentionally creating a democratic community
that includes meaningful roles and shared responsibility among participants (Friend
& Cook, 2000; Little, 1982; McLaughlin, 1993; Senge, 1994), and providing learn-
ing opportunities for group members to develop the capacity to be able to assume
meaningful roles (Fullan, 2001; Leonard & Leonard, 2001).

An important reason for the fit between youth–adult partnerships and schools that
work to be professional learning communities is that teachers need to be empowered
themselves to empower others (Bauch & Goldring, 1998; Muncey & McQuillan,
1991). Thus, the more that the adults in a school feel that they are able to share their
views and have significant roles in decision making, the more likely they will be
accepting and inclusive of students as well. King High School demonstrates the
compatibility of teacher collaboration and the formation of youth–adult partnerships.
A small charter school with a long history in the community, the school welcomed
an increase of student voice into the reform process of the school because, accord-
ing to the principal at that school, “that is the way that King High School runs. We
[the teachers] are the administration [in this charter school]. We work collaboratively
together. . . . We share everything.” The school has worked to expand this process of
collaboration to include students in many key aspects of decision making. The
administrator explained,

Students and a teacher conduct interviews for student admission to school,

students sit on panels to interview teachers who might be teachers at the school,

and students help to shape the rules of the school since every year we have a

renegotiation of the rules.

In addition to fostering collaborative environments in schools overall, adminis-
trators also can serve a more direct role in advocating for the inclusion and partner-
ship of young people in schools by extolling the value of working with youths. For
example, Whitman High School received a substantial grant to work on reforming
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their school through the development of an inquiry-based reform process in which
teachers were encouraged to ask tough questions about the outcomes of their
students and the patterns of inequity within their schools, to devise strategies for
addressing these problems, and to collect data on the results of their efforts.
Throughout this challenging process, the leader of the school reform effort consistently
emphasized the value of student voice to the broader school as a key component of
their school reform process. He introduced a schoolwide professional development
training one summer by explaining to the room of 40 teachers and 10 students, “This
is a journey that we’re on. Having students as partners is a part of our journey. Ten
students are here today. Students are our partners. This is not a hierarchical relation-
ship but one of equality.” Without the support of someone in an influential position
in the school, it is doubtful that teachers would have been as accepting of the young
people’s participation in the trainings.

Administrators also can share their knowledge of the school and the district and
help youth–adult partnerships to strategically plan their activities to ensure the best
possible reception of their work. A student participant in a youth–adult partnership
at Whitman described the important role of this administrator by stating,

He gets us places where we need to go and he thinks that we should be. He’s our

PR guy. I think he does a lot of behind-the-scenes work that we don’t see. And

he updates us on important stuff that’s happening throughout the area that he

feels we need to be informed [about].

An adult adviser of the group added, “He has good tactical sense and a huge sense
of history in school, in terms of where strategically it would be best to go. When
we’re at a roadblock, he can see another way.” Administrators also can help to target
funds to support youth–adult partnerships. A teacher active in Whitman’s
youth–adult partnership explained,

If we had to worry about money . . . and the future of the program, it would fall

apart. So having someone who’s more systemically astute and/or powerful and/or

knowledgeable . . . I think that’s crucial [to have] someone to do the politics and

someone else in the trenches.

Buffering youth–adult partnerships from administrative bureaucracy. Because
youth–adult partnerships operate in contradiction to traditional student and teacher
roles, bureaucratic rules often create barriers for youth–adult partnerships.
Administrators can help to buffer such initiatives from these challenges. One key
area of need is working with the youth–adult partnerships to find a time when the
group can meet on a regular basis. Some youth–adult partnerships meet after school,
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although often youths find that such meetings conflict with their after-school jobs
and/or extracurricular commitments. Administrators can encourage youths to want
to participate in before- and after-school meetings by giving those student extra
leadership responsibilities. An adult adviser of a youth–adult partnership at Sierra
High School explained,

Some of the [youth] leaders have stepped forward when they come to the after-

school program. We tell them, “You are the main leaders. You’re here. . . . The

other ones will do their part while they’re in school but because you have come

after school—that totally sets you apart.”

Additional respect and responsibility then becomes a reward for showing up
more frequently and regularly. Other groups partially resolved the problem by pay-
ing the youths for their participation in the group so that they did not need to find
additional time to get a part-time job. Youth participating in Campaigns for Justice
received pay for working 10 hours a week as youth organizers as a part of the orga-
nization. For example, young people involved in the Unity of Youth youth–adult
partnerships receive $100 stipend every month with the expectation that youths will
be spending 16 to 20 hours each month working on group initiatives, including
attending meetings, planning activities, and recruiting new members.

An extracurricular model can become a problem for school-based youth–adult
partnerships when some of the youths in the group are not performing well in school,
however, because school-based administrators and school and district policies can
place well-intentioned constraints on students’ participation in such activities. The
Pacific Club at High Hills Senior High School in Northern California, for example,
faced a challenging paradox of wanting to create activities that could help to boost
the sense of identity and sense of self-worth among Polynesians in the school and
ultimately to improve academic outcomes. The group found, however, that it could
not complete its projects because many of their members were barred from partici-
pating because of poor grades. A parent working on the project explained that the
group usually had “a Polynesian Day, which they didn’t have [this year] because of
the . . . district policy.” The district did not allow students to participate in extracur-
ricular activities without a 2.0 grade point average or better, and only a handful of
Polynesian students at High Hills Senior High School met that requirement. The
parent concluded that there were not enough students

for us to have a Polynesian Day this year, so they missed out on that. Usually for

that day, they have their dances; then after that, all the parents bring food, and

they feed the staff and administration. You know, share some of the culture and

the history with the High Hills Senior High School community.
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This group faced a “chicken and egg” problem. Through participation in positive activi-
ties, the group was trying to break the cycle of delinquency and to increase academic
achievement among Polynesian students, but the district requirements barred youths from
participating in activities until they could demonstrate academic success. Administrators
in such decisions need to decide if ultimately allowing youth participation might in the
long run improve academic performance by reengaging youths in their schools.

To sidestep extracurricular problems, some youth–adult partnerships meet as an
official course. Such an arrangement can solve the problem of competing activities
and extracurricular regulations, but it requires students to find time in their academic
schedules. Nevertheless, school-based adult–youth partnerships tend to be more suc-
cessful in accomplishing objectives and sustaining their work when they evolved out
of courses known for cultivating community among students and faculty (Mitra,
2007). For example, the youth–adult partnership at Highland High School began as a
business class and evolved into a youth–adult partnership called Business Enterprise,
which ran several projects including a student-run lunch program that brings local
vendors into the school to sell food; a free clinic in which youths offer elderly resi-
dents assistance with filing their income tax; and a for-youth, by-youth business card
program. When asked what makes their efforts so successful, the group members
explained that the core leadership of the group started out spending a year together in
the business class. Being able to work together on creative projects for an entire year
provided a venue for creating a community of practice that included a baseline of trust
and community. According to one youth leader at Business Enterprise,

Our secret is just being able to work with each other as well as we do. . . . We came

into an environment where there was already trust, and we grew into it. Many of our

youth were here last year, and we do have some new people this year. But for the

most part, I think it’s because we’ve been together for a long time, so we know how

to work with each other already. It helps a lot because we see each other on a reg-

ular basis. So we know each other well and we know our capabilities and we know

how to work with each other. So then we’re able to trust each other more and

depend on each other.

The positive rapport of group members created a sense of community onto which
higher expectations of an adult–youth partnership could be built.

Fostering a youth–adult partnership in a school-sanctioned class faces barriers
as well, however, because such a process creates a potentially awkward dynamic in
which the youths in the partnership must be evaluated as a part of the course.
Ultimately, the adult in the room must pass judgment on all group members on a reg-
ular basis to fulfill school grading requirements. Surprisingly, students in such situ-
ations in this study did not see the grading as a source of tension. A student involved
in Peer Support at Latin High School commented,
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The grades are based on participating in class. I think people . . . participate nat-

urally. And if they don’t, then other kids might try to [ask], “So what do you

think?” Because we have to communicate with each other to get to our goal,

[such as] an assembly or trying to reach out to kids through the Advocates

program. . . . Most people learn to speak out. They feel comfortable enough to

not be shy any more. . . . So most people get A’s, but when people don’t partic-

ipate or . . . continuously break agreements or do not go to class, [then they get

a lower grade].

In essence, if a student did not participate or did not engage in the work of the group,
then that person was not contributing to the community of practice and was not
graded highly.

Administrators have an important role to play in course-based meeting structures
as well. However, the time and allocation of youth–adult partnerships in such situa-
tions can find themselves at the mercy of the schoolwide schedule and of district
requirements for course enrollments. Whitman High School in northern California
witnessed the destruction of their adult–youth partnership course, for example, when
the format of their course changed because of district budget concerns. Although
previously the course had been structured as an independent study of 8 students, cost
restrictions eventually prevented special permission for such a small enrollment. The
following year, the class size jumped from 8 students to 30, and the sense of com-
munity among the group was destroyed. When talking with the adult adviser about
the larger class, she lamented,

We have 30 diverse personalities in one mix, and not everyone is on the same

page, and some are quite immature. One girl is angry every day, and she’s ver-

bally abusive to me. It’s been one of the hardest things I’ve ever done [teaching

this class]. . . . When you bring 30 kids into that mix and get 5 of them to lead.

They have that feeling that, “If I take too much control, then my peers won’t like

me and they won’t approve of what I’m doing and they won’t respect me.”

Indeed, all of the other courses in the study that succeeded did maintain a small class
size. The experience of Whitman suggests that administrators need to find ways to
protect and preserve the creation of youth–adult partnerships in schools.

In addition to the many dilemmas of finding a time that works, youth–adult part-
nerships also need an appropriate space. Although dedicated classroom space itself
is important, often the physical arrangement of the room proves to be important for
the tenor of conversations to be open and honest. The arrangement of the room,
including circling desks, and, in some groups, even the permanent insertion of
couches and more comfortable forms of seating, sent an important signal to youth and
adult participants that the work happening in that space was significantly different in
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tone and purpose from traditional interactions in high schools. A student at Morgan
High School, for instance, described the Peer Support room at his school as a safe
place, in part, because “it’s a room with couches so people can lie down.” Similarly,
a youth involved with Peer Support at Latin High School reflected,

There’s always people that want to come and just sit on the couches, and then often-

times people just start talking to each other. . . . It attracts so many different people,

and it’s very necessary, especially at our school because like there’s cliques and

groups and stuff. Peer Support offers a place where people come in, and you don’t

even have to think about that kind of stuff. It’s like a family place. You feel at home.

Building bridges with intermediary organizations that can provide training, funding,
and networking. In an environment in which administrators are expected to pay atten-
tion to several initiatives at once, including ever-present concerns about test scores, fos-
tering youth–adult partnerships can fall to the wayside, even when administrators value
their importance. Outsourcing some of the support and technical assistance needs for
youth–adult partnerships can help to keep the idea alive but relieve administrators of
some of the burdens of ensuring the success of youth–adult partnerships.

In a previous article examining conditions that helped to sustain school-based
youth–adult partnerships, the common thread among sustainable youth–adult partner-
ships was a strong affiliation with intermediary organizations—usually a nonprofit
focused on youth activism and community justice issues (Mitra, 2006c). The concept
of intermediary organizations as important players in educational reform efforts is
fairly new (Honig, 2004), yet researchers of education change have emphasized simi-
lar concepts of outside organizations providing important information and bridging
communication between schools and with other organizations. For example,
researchers have discussed the importance of “design teams” in planning and imple-
menting comprehensive school reform (CSR) efforts (Datnow, Lasky, Stringfield, &
Teddlie, 2005) and the key role of “support providers” serving as conduits for knowl-
edge resources as schools engaged in data-driven school reform efforts. Their value has
been so great, in fact, that often the demand for support providers exceeded the supply
available (Center for Research on the Context of Teaching, 2002). The benefits of “lit-
eracy coaching” and “reform coaching” also have emphasized the importance of out-
side organizations involved in the educational change process. Literacy coaches helped
to embed an ongoing process of integrating new knowledge into classrooms by pro-
viding teachers with access to tools, strategies, and ideas that build their pedagogical
expertise and improve the possibility of raising student achievement (Cohen, Raudenbush,
& Ball, 2000; Elmore & Burney, 1997). In contrast to literacy coaches who work primar-
ily with individual teachers in their classrooms and coordinate cross-teacher learning
(Stein & D’Amico, 1998), reform coaches work to build schoolwide competencies
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focused on data-driven decision making and planning for schoolwide change
(Coggins, 2004; Neufeld & Roper, 2003).

Intermediary organizations in this study provided training for adults and young
people to learn how to work together. In school settings, fostering collaboration
between youth and adults requires the intentional creation of new roles other than
“teacher” and “student.” Adults must learn to be coaches who provide meaningful
leadership opportunities and foster the skills of youths to be able to assume these
positions (Camino, 2000; Denner, Meyer, & Bean, 2005). For example, an adult par-
ticipating in Midland’s Campaigns for Justice received ongoing training from an
umbrella coalition of groups working on social justice issues. She learned about

the difficulties, the challenges, and the great things about youth organizing. . . . The

learning process for me is being able to make mistakes and understand what the dif-

ferences are between the organizing I’ve done in labor and college organizing versus

youth organizing.

The training process for adults in this organization also included partnering with an
umbrella group working to create a network among groups in the area doing similar
work on creating youth–adult partnerships. The umbrella group tried to build

community among the groups doing similar things and [identify] best practices.

Because what they have seen is that they were doing the same trainings for similar

organizations. So instead, they got us together last year at . . . so then they called it

the “Youth Organizer Training Exchange.”

Until this umbrella group was created, the adult advocates in the area often knew
about other groups informally, but they never had a space to come together and
reflect on their work and how they could share their successes and struggles.

Learning how to support youths to assume more leadership is particularly chal-
lenging in school settings where teachers are often used to being in control. Because
institutional norms of schools define the roles of teachers and students, becoming a part-
ner with youths requires adults to step out of teacher mode. Instead, they must learn to
be a coach who provides meaningful leadership opportunities and fosters the skills of
youths to be able to assume these positions (Camino, 2000; Denner, Meyer, & Bean,
2005). The adult adviser of Gay-Straight Alliance at Hoover High School explained the
struggle of being a teacher who is working on building a youth–adult partnership:

I’m an organization freak, and I can see what needs to be done to create move-

ment. Often in my experience as a teacher, kids tend to procrastinate and leave

things and think it will all work out. It makes me nuts.
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A teacher adviser at Whitman High School similarly expressed the tensions between
learning to be a strong adviser and the training of a traditional teacher. Working in a
youth–adult partnership is a different form of relationship, she explained. It is

trying to step back while also giving them some perspective when necessary

. . . . But maybe they’re going in a way that seems totally frivolous, and it’s actu-

ally what really needs to be happening. It’s so hard to know. I want to get in there

and tell them what’s right, and it’s really hard to step back. . . . It’s a fine line of

learning how to foster, and encourage, and also guide. To be a good coach and

let it be what they want it to be.

Intermediary organizations can provide adults with strategies and support for adjust-
ing their roles in youth–adult partnerships.

Youths participating in partnerships also need to learn specific skills. In this
sample, youths in seven of the groups (more than half) received training from exter-
nal organizations on issues such as leadership, youth rights, parliamentary proce-
dure, conducting research, interacting with adults in power, goal setting, facilitation,
and developing a work plan. One member of the successful Unity of Youth at
Hillside explained that youths training in their group included “training on how to
be more organized and how to organize ourselves. They have sessions like, ‘You’re
talking to the media. How are you going to speak to them?’”

An important skill that is necessary for collaborations in this study was clear
communication with others. For example, the peer mediators at McGuire High
School focused their work on understanding that being a good leader means being a
good listener. One of the youth leaders on the project explained,

We got to learn a lot about listening, being able to help [our peers] to figure out

what choices they wanted to (make in fixing) their problem instead of telling

them a solution. That was the main thing I liked about it because if I was the per-

son listening to someone trying to tell me how to fix something, I wouldn’t want

to listen at all.

The members of Unity of Youth advocated a similar norm among their group around
building the skills of their peers. The group adviser explained, “True leadership is
about working to create leaders in other people, not just promoting yourself.”

Youths also needed to learn organizational skills. Although adults have a respon-
sibility to encourage shared leadership with youths, they often bear the ultimate
responsibility for keeping the youths moving forward in a positive direction, which
includes helping the youths get “unstuck” when a sense of being overwhelmed or a
lack of skill paralyzes a group. This need was most succinctly expressed by a youth
organizer in the struggling Campaigns for Justice group who explained, “A lot of
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youth do care—It’s just that they don’t know where to start.” Getting unstuck
includes learning specific technical skills, including facilitation, planning projects,
preparing press releases, and oral presentations (Camino & Zeldin, 2002). The youth
leader of the Gay-Straight Alliance at Hoover High School emphasized the impor-
tance of organization, commenting,

It’s really important to make a calendar; we jump from week to week and not

necessarily doing anything. There isn’t a clear focus. It’s important to . . . plan

ahead because if you ever go into a meeting knowing what you’re going to say

or do, nothing really gets accomplished.

One of the youth leaders at Whitman similarly reflected,

I learned how to bite my tongue; I learned how to hear out people a little bit

more. I learned how to facilitate. I mean these things I take for granted now, that

I learned how to do. And I get so accustomed to doing it, but it’s taught me prob-

ably a whole lot more than I recognize right now.

In addition to providing training and visioning support, intermediary organiza-
tions also help with identifying and seeking funding (Mitra, 2006d; Honig, 2004).
Without dedicated staff working on finding ongoing resources, youth–adult partner-
ships tend to falter over time. By working with intermediary organizations to secure
ongoing funds, the youth–adult partnerships in this study could focus their vision for
change rather than worrying about their ongoing survival. Intermediary organiza-
tions overall had greater capacity in terms of staff and technical expertise to secure
ongoing financial support. Intermediary organizations also provided for a permanent
staff member whose job was to serve as an adviser for group activities. Their staff
members could focus their time and energies on applying for grants from founda-
tions, cultivating private donors, and working hard to ensure long-term financial
support form school district officials.

Often a combination of resources from multiple funding streams helped the
organizations to survive and, therefore, helped the projects in this study to survive as
well. For Youth Taking Charge, the district funded half of the program, and the other
half came from long-term support from local foundations to fulfill the remaining
funding requirements for the program. Both Peer Resource groups also shared a sim-
ilar arrangement of the district paying for half of the program and local foundations
matching the funding. Other youth–adult partnerships with less sophisticated funding
strategies pieced together their finances through a patchwork of grants, fund-raisers,
and school district support.

Groups with ongoing funding supports tended to separate the work load between
adults and youths working on the content of their efforts and adults (often housed in
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an affiliated intermediary organization) who could find the necessary funds to keep
the work going, whether through long-term commitments from school districts and
foundations or by having adult staff members who could dedicate their time to devel-
opment work. Amy Jackson of Whitman High School explained,

If I had to worry about money . . . and the future of the program, it would fall

apart. Having someone who’s more systemically astute and/or powerful and/or

knowledgeable. . . . It is crucial [to have] someone to do the politics and some-

one else in the trenches.

Other groups were able to pay students to assume leadership roles. For example,
Business Enterprise paid their youth president $1,000 a year to run the group. Often
such funds are important, especially in disadvantaged areas, so that young people
can focus their efforts on the student voice initiative rather than having to find a part-
time job as well to contribute to their family.

Affiliation with an intermediary organization not only can provide monetary sup-
port but also can provide access to an outside network of information and knowledge
transfer (Seely-Brown & Duguid, 2000). According to one youth organizer at
College Center,

One of the key things that I think you need to do to survive in this field is

outreach to others, like the California Association of Student Councils and

others. They may know of a couple of groups and schools, and then you can

really get yourself out there. You need to expand your connections with other

organizations.

Such support allowed students to collaborate with other schools, such as when Unity
of Youth members met monthly with youth–adult partnerships at other Unity of
Youth sites. Together, they addressed such issues as securing free bus passes for
students in the county; informing students of the content and inequities of the state’s
high school exit exam; and participating in community marches to object to budget
cuts at the district and state level, to protest the Iraq war, and to oppose efforts to
increase criminal penalties against youths.

Some intermediary organizations also provided access to a network of other
youth–adult partnerships so that groups could share ideas and learn from one
another. An adult adviser in Peer Resource at Latin explained that

other coordinators [adult advisers affiliated with the intermediary organization]

are all around the city. . . . We know what people’s strengths and weaknesses are.

So if I’m picking out a new topic [to work on with youth], I’m like, “Who did

that topic a couple of years ago?” Let me see who they talked to and who they

worked with.
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Other advisers sought support beyond their intermediary organization by look-
ing for region-wide conferences and meetings for adults working as advocates for
youths. For example, an intermediary organization in the San Francisco Bay area
hosted an annual “youth-organizing exchange retreat” intended to provide opportu-
nities for adult advisers to learn from one another. An adult adviser of Campaigns
for Justice explained that the content of the retreat includes “a lot of curriculum and
training and we were part of something called Organizing 101.” Such meetings
allowed adult advisers both an opportunity to exchange strategy and a venue for
emotional support.

Conclusion

School-based youth–adult partnerships can broaden the scope of who has a
voice in schools and can even lead to student participation in developing school
reform efforts. Undeniably, advocating for an increase in student voice in schools
can be a risk for administrators. With previous research emphasizing the many
potential benefits of youth–adult partnerships for schools and for youths, however,
this article has focused on ways that administrators could advocate for, and assist in,
the implementation of such endeavors.

Administrators voicing support for youth–adult partnerships alone could greatly
help to legitimize such uncommon endeavors. This article offers specific actions that
administrators could take to help with the implementation and sustainability of these
initiatives. The recommendations discussed the alignment between the goals,
processes, and outcomes of schoolwide learning communities and broadening the
notion of collaboration to include youths as well. The article also discussed the
importance of administrators working within school walls to buffer youth–adult
partnerships from bureaucratic problems, such as scheduling, timing, and valuing the
work of the group. The article then looked beyond school walls to consider the ben-
efits of administrators building bridges with intermediary organizations to provide
opportunities for training, funding, and networking.

Research is growing in terms of examining the connection between the imple-
mentation supports and challenges and the subsequent outcomes of youth–adult
partnerships. As youth–adult partnership examples increase nationwide, it will
become easier to conduct larger and more comprehensive studies on this topic. The
research on youth–adult partnerships also does not contain sufficient administrative
voices discussing their experiences in working with youths in their schools. As
youth–adult partnership opportunities grow in number and sophistication, it is hoped
that administrators will have greater opportunities to educate each other on the ways
to enable these potentially important endeavors.
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