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Engaging & Empowering Youth 

By Kerry Boileau 

 

Kerry Boileau has a wide range of experience working with young           

people, that spans over 25 years. She is a facilitator of the Acting             

Out program at SKETCH where she has been a facilitator and           

program coordinator since 2002. Kerry also teaches in the Child          

and Youth Care program at Humber College (2012-present). Her         

passion for collaborative creation and youth engagement is rooted         

in a commitment to social justice and anti-oppression practices. 

 

SKETCH creates opportunities for young people (ages 16 to 29) living street involved,             

homeless or otherwise on the margins, to experience the transformative power of the             

arts; to build leadership and economic self-sufficiency in the arts; and to cultivate social              

and environmental change through the arts. SKETCH believes that youth navigating           

adversity have essential perspectives that society needs to create a better world, and             

that diversity, equity and inclusion are necessary to reach our fullest potential as             

humans and communities. 

 

We asked Kerry Boileau, facilitator of SKETCH’s Acting Out program, to share some             

reflections and tips for creating space that engages and empowers youth.  

 

 

 

  

http://communityservices.humber.ca/programs/diplomas/child-and-youth-care
http://communityservices.humber.ca/programs/diplomas/child-and-youth-care
http://sketch.ca/
http://sketch.ca/actingout/


 

Engaging & Empowering Youth 

1: PAY YOUTH FOR THEIR EXPERTISE! 

If we are doing planning and decision making, we pay youth for their expertise. This is                
really basic. It’s important for youth to know that their input is valued. In order to engage                 
youth, the programs you have on offer have to be interesting to young people, and so                
you have to have heard from young people from the get go! 
 

2: INVITATIONAL WELCOME 

The way we welcome people into the space is important. We say, “Welcome! This is a                
place where you can do a whole bunch of cool stuff.” You are always striving, striving to                  
create diverse inclusion. There’s a trajectory, and that’s the beginning.  
 
There’s a kind of invitational welcome where I’ll say what my gender pronouns are, right               
off the get-go. Whether the person says, “Oh, my name is so and so and my gender                 
pronouns are …” or they say, “What are you talking about?”. Either way, you are helping                
someone to feel safe or opening up space for conversation later.  
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Whether that continued conversation is about inclusivity, or about whole community,           
you are coming to youth from an egalitarian place. You are not approaching young              
people and seeing them as specimens to research or thinking that you have a lot of                
knowledge that they don’t have.  
 

3: ACKNOWLEDGE FALLIBILITY 
 
A part of that coming from an egalitarian place is acknowledging your fallibility in some               
way. Asking young people constantly about their perspective on it, saying, “Hey we’re             
not too sure - we could be wrong about this.” 
 

4: INVITE FEEDBACK 
 
Invite feedback! If somebody comes at you with, “Hey, I didn’t like this…”, that feedback 
needs to first of all be invited  . Let people know, “If there’s something I’m doing that is 
pissing you off, for good heavens tell me!” This is anti-oppression practice 101 - don’t 
question another person’s experience. If there’s an issue that’s raised, apologize and 
ask how you can fix it, if that seems appropriate. 

 
5: SELF AWARENESS: AVOID BEING DEFENSIVE 
 
A core element of building relationship is to have a non-defensive stance. You can’t then               
shut youth down if you don’t like what they say. You have to acknowledge that “Ok, right,                 
this has been said. What do we think about this?” Engage that young person and               
engage other young people. If they say, “This organization is racist,” then look at that.               
Don’t respond with “Red alert, red alert!”  
 
That non-defensive stance is in some ways what a lot of people are missing.              
Professionals are so afraid to be wrong or vulnerable, but that will always happen if you                
work with youth.  

 
6: LISTEN & RESPOND 
 
It’s important to continually make space for hearing feedback, then responding and            
implementing changes. If youth don’t see changes being implemented, they will lose            
faith that their voice is important, and that anyone is listening.  
 
Your organization has to be set up as an organism that responds to change. We               
change things from session to session, and we change things on the fly.  
 
If something really changes over the course of a program, go to the funder and say, “We                 
want to shift things a bit.”  
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People need time to figure stuff out - especially groups. Don’t just start things and then                
shut them down. Implement changes as you go.  
 
 

 

 

7 : POWER DYNAMICS: NAME YOUR AGENDA 

 
Exposing power dynamics is the key to addressing them. You look around the room at               
anti-oppression workshops and think, “Who’s getting paid to be here? How can we             
model inclusive practice?” 

Be transparent when you are wrestling with power dynamics -whether things are totally             
collaborative, or you are making a decision that you alone have the power to make.  

Name the power dynamics that are in the room, and operate from as equal a place as                 
you can. Name your own thoughts on that: “Here’s where the power is in the room;                
here’s how I’d like it to be, here’s where I need to exert power because someone is                 
taking up too much space.”  

If I need to exert my power, I tell people. I say, “I’m going to pull out my power wand now.”                     
As much as possible, be transparent about what methods you are using and why. If we                
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are truly trying to build capacity in young people, we explain what we are doing and why                 
we are doing it.  

Name your agenda. Really think about that. People are not always transparent about             
what can be changed, or what they are looking for. If you walk into a planning session                 
and you have an agenda, name that - say, “This is what I need to get out of this. If you                     
want to do this, this and this, we can find another time to do that. Does that make sense                   
to you guys?” Make sure people are on board for what you need them to be on board                  
for. 

 

 

 

Be upfront, so everybody knows what the rule book is, if there is one. Sometimes there’s                
an inner rule book that the facilitator has. Working with self awareness is huge. Ask               
yourself questions: Why am I about to say what I’m going to say? How does it help the                  
process? Is there a power dynamic that needs to be exposed here? 

 

8 . POWER DYNAMICS: BE AWARE OF YOUR STYLE  

There are so many power structures in place that are invisible. It’s important to expose               
power. Challenging power dynamics is one of the most important things that we can do               
with youth. There are lots of people, young and old who aren’t aware of the realms of                 
power we are surrounded by, and exposing that is important.  

4 



Different people are comfortable operating in different power structures. Some young           
people want me to be the boss and lead; they may say, “Why are you letting that person                  
facilitate instead of you?” Some young people are used to other people have power              
and sometimes that can bring comfort, at least for the first while. Others are good with,                
“Ok, I have power, that’s the way it is here.”  

 

 
 

How do you manoeuvre, working with young people who have different frameworks            
around power? It’s a dance where you are balancing the frameworks that youth are              
comfortable working in. Facilitators have their own politics and ways of working with             
young people. There are different ways of holding or not holding power. Be aware of               
your own style.  

 

9 . MAKING SPACE FOR CLOSED GROUPS 

When young people face multiple barriers, it’s really important to have the option of              
closed groups. If you have a group of youth who are really really diverse, it’s impossible                
to maintain comfort and safety for everyone in the room.  
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Don’t just have one person who you turn to to represent a marginalized identity or               
community, when that community is as diverse as any other. It’s important to bring              
together a closed group - say 20 or 30 youth - from that community. The closed group                 
should be facilitated by someone from that community. With any community, if you truly              
want to hear the voices of youth who are on the margins, it’s important to have space                 
for closed groups.  

If there needs to be a co-facilitator who is not representative of that community, they               
need to leave the room sometimes. If you are in this role, ask yourself, “At what time                 
should I leave so people feel totally free to talk about stuff when I’m not there?” 

 

10 . APPRECIATE YOUNG PEOPLE 

Youth are coming from a particular stage that is about learning and growing. Most great               
music, great art, great discoveries are created by young people. Young people are risk              
takers, and we need that. Without that aspect, we are not getting to where we need to                 
as a society. To engage youth, you need to appreciate them and believe they are in a                 
special place in their life. That is part of what makes young people so amazing!  
 

 

 

 

     

Tips and Tools #5: Engaging and Empowering Youth was created by Kerry Boileau, and 

transcribed by Skye Louis. To learn more about Kerry’s work , please check out Acting 

Out and SKETCH .  

 

Images 1, 2 and 3 are by Sonya Reynolds; Image 4 is by Ian Lawrence. 

 

The 2016 ArtBridges Tips & Tools Series is funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation 

and translated with support from the Department of Canadian Heritage Interpretation 

and Translation grant. 

 

For more FREE resources and tools like this one, please visit www.artbridges.ca 
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