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Background- research context

• Out-of-School-Time context

• Civic education (citizenship) context

• Youth activism context

• Political context

‘Top 10 States and Districts by Youth Electoral Significance’

Source: Tufts University Tisch College · CIRCLE; 2022
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Research Questions

1. How do youth activists construct 
‘activist competency’ in the youth activist 
group?

2. How does a dominant policy discourse 
around ‘activist competency’ shape and 
reflect youth constructions of activist 
competency?
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Case study site

😷
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• Mission- “a nonpartisan collaboration of youth, educators, and organizations working to elevate youth 
voices, improve public school civics education, and empower youth as civic actors. Together, we are 
building youth political power and changing the policy and culture around youth voting statewide.”

• Values (among others)- “Students-first: Encouraging our students to lead the direction and shape of our 
work. Community-based: Centering the perspectives of youth in oppressed communities of color as well as 
immigrant, gender nonconforming, and low-income communities”

• Functions as a ‘youth activism group’



Youth Activism Groups 
• Sometimes referred to as community-based youth groups/organisations (e.g., 

Ginwright and Cammarota, 2007), activist organisations (e.g., Flanagan, Syvertsen
and Wray-Lake, 2007), youth organising groups (Kwon, 2013) or civic engagement 
organizations (e.g., case study)

• Out-of-school spaces dually designed for young people to create 
social/political change and develop ‘positive assets’ (based on Positive Youth 
Development tenets in the US) 

• Informal learning spaces

• Can range in being ‘youth‐driven’ and ‘adult‐driven’ youth programs (Larson, R., 
Walker, K., Pearce, N., 2005)

”Youth activism groups represent distinctive environments for learning and development. Youth contribute their interests and 
skills to a collective cause that goes beyond their narrow interests, enabling them to accomplish goals that might be 
unreachable on their own. By interacting with young adults during these campaigns, youth gain opportunities to learn from 
the strategies, perspectives, and mentoring of caring adults. The public nature of campaigns provides alternative frames for 
adolescent identity development, especially for youth of color who cope with negative stereotypes. Finally, social action 
projects connect youth to civic institutions and engage them in authentic learning experiences that demonstrate the relevance
of academic skills to everyday life.” (Kirshner, 2007, p. 373)



• “individual youth development skills can 
potentially be applied toward an 
analysis of social problems and 
community activism to offer double 
benefits – both to the individual and to 
the community.”(Kwon, 2013; p. 55)

• ‘youth development/organizing 
divide’ (Kwon, 2013)

• Christens and Kirshner’s (2011) 
Integrative Framework of Youth 
Organizing Processes and Outcomes

Cycle of organizing
Organizing issues 

successes

Community 
and 

organizational 
development 

level

Youth 
development 

level

Leadership 
development

Developmental 
outcome

Social process Setting outcomes

Adapted from Christens and Kirshner (2011)

Relationship Between Dual Outcomes:



Possible Tensions Between Youth 
Development and Youth Activism

1. Over priortisation of youth 
development

2. Shifting of purpose based on 
policy and funding requirements

3. Existing studies tend to discuss 
dual outcomes as related but do 
not conceptualise this relationship



Activist 
Competency
Framework

Activist values: the moral or 
character values (i.e., 

virtues, attitudes) that are 
deemed essential to 

becoming/being activists.

Activist knowledge: 
the learned 

information or 
awareness that is 

deemed essential to 
becoming/being 

activists.

Activist skills: the 
internal and external 
capabilities that are 
deemed essential to 

becoming/being 
activists.

Activist competency: 
the acquisition of 

knowledge, skills, and 
values associated with 

becoming/being an 
activist and to gain 

developmental 
benefits 



Activist 
Competency and 
American Youth 
Development 
Frameworks



Activist Competency 
& Activism, Civic 
Education, and 
Political Socialisation
Frameworks

• Political Literacy 
(Crick, 2002; Fyfe, 
2007)

• Civic and Citizenship 
Competence (Youniss, 
et al., 2002; ten Dam 
et al., 2011)

• Critical Consciousness 
(Freire, 1970; Watts 
et al., 2011)



Conceptual Framework Considerations

• Ties to developmentalism; replication of deficit rhetoric

• Limitations on or influencing means of participation (Moran-Ellis and Tisdall, 2019; 
Westheimer and Kahne, 2004).

'Competency’

• Participation, ‘socialization agents,’ educator/youth worker role

Role of Individuals

• Considering role of discourse: “ways of representing aspects of the world – the 
processes, relations and structures of the material world, the ‘mental world’ of 
thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the social world.” (p. 124, Fairclough, 
2003).

Discourse



Methods

1. 
Ethnographic 
Methods

Participant observations

Interviews with key youth workers/organisers

Interviews with youth participants

2. 
Participatory 
Methods

Participatory workshops

Youth advisory council

3. 
Documentary 
Analysis

Organisation-related texts

Policy-related texts

Organisation social media and public outputs



Participatory 
workshops
• Values

• Skills

• Knowledge

Participant 
observations
• Summer programme

• Weekly meetings
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‘Makerspace’ 
Workshop: 
Exploration of civic 
and activist values

• ‘Who is your activist/civic role model, and what 
do you admire about them?'

• Discussed ‘values’ definition
• Makerspace of a key value(s) for activism-

• “Makerspaces are places where participants may 
work together to create and co-create knowledge and 
physical or digital products…. a makerspace will be 
broadly defined as an area that provides materials 
and tools to encourage individuals or groups to make 
things, to create new knowledge, or to solve 
problems” (p.175, Mersand, 2021)



Word Cloud 
Workshop: Civic 
and activist skills in 
context

• Discussed personal skills (individual level) and 
collective skills (community and organizational 
development level)

• Used Mentimeter to create live word clouds 
around skills.
• Generate data that prioritises participants’ knowledge 

and, with youth participants, “shift[s] power relations, 
giving children greater control over their involvement 
in the research” (Grant, 2017, p. 166)

• Opportunity for reciprocity (and reflection) at site



‘Engagement tool-
making’ Workshop: 
Civic knowledge in 
action through 
‘tool-making’ 
process

• ‘Choose a meme that best shows how you feel 
about voting today’

• Discussion around engagement tools

• Tool-making process
• As part of Forum Theater piece and future activism



Participant observations (summer programme)

1. Civic education 2. Artistic activism 

• As a participant observer, or someone who actively participates at a site while observing 
(O’Reilly, 2012)

• Learn more about the youth activist group for focusing future data collection, building 
rapport, garnering trust from the participants, and framing the research through the 
participants’ perspectives, while also providing data towards the research questions and 
representing participants’ actions (as opposed to what they say) (Shah, 2017)



Emergent Finding 1- Young 
people see the skills, 
knowledge, and values 
they need to be/become 
activists as all interrelated. 
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Emergent Finding 2- Young 
people articulated the 
relationship between 

'voter activism' (seen more 
as civic and political 

participation) and 'issue-
based activism'.



😷







Emergent Finding 3- Youth 
activism groups as a key 

space to learn and develop 
as youth activists and 

politically/civically engaged 
citizens 





Takeaways on 
youth 
perspectives in 
this research 
methodology

Youth perspectives- This stage of the research 
project explores how young people understand 
the competencies they see as fundamental to 
being/becoming a youth voting activist (and 
activist more broadly)

• For the young people

• For the case study site

• For the research
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Thank you and I look forward to your questions!

Laura Weiner
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