Making sure young people are a strong part of your coalition

Youth development is a process through which youth develop the personal, social, academic, and citizenship competencies necessary for both adolescence and adult life based on their capacities, strengths, and formative needs (Academy for Educational Development).  Substance abuse prevention coalitions are great places for youth to develop skills in communication, critical thinking, decision-making, and advocacy that they will need throughout their lives.  The following suggestions can help you on your way to integrating youth into your coalition.  
The fundamentals:

Treat each person with respect, and in particular, recognize and value the expertise that young people have on youth culture, the lived experience of students, and youth-adult dynamics.

Make meetings safe places for everyone. There are unspoken rules for how to speak, act and dress at meetings.  Be sure that young people understand the expectations before they enter so that they don’t feel lost, uncomfortable or unable to participate.  When possible, also discuss and agree on expectations out loud with both youth and adults present.  

Involve youth from the start in coalition decisions and activities.  Offer young people as much power as each of the other members of the group, and help them be ready to take on leadership roles.

Provide opportunities for meaningful participation.   Taking notes or photocopying agendas is not the same as contributing thoughts and making decisions.  Offer tasks and activities for young people to do as leaders and as equal partners with adults.  Be sure that these tasks help accomplish the work of the group.

Ask youth members about their interests and skills before offering them roles.  Present opportunities that match these interests and build on existing skills.  Help them move beyond existing skills by teaching and modeling when appropriate.  

A few concrete tips and suggestions:
· Meet at times that allow youth to attend the meetings. 

· Meet with youth before their first meeting to explain some of the norms and background of the coalition.
· Partner new youth with a current member who can enter the meeting with them, provide background information, and answer their questions during and after the meeting.  

· Make sure meetings lead to action and steps to do before the next meeting.  

· Make sure there’s not just one young person in a room of adults. 

· When possible, create co-chair positions for the coalitions and for subcommittees.  Try to have youth and adults as co-chairs, each with the same power and responsibilities.
· List ground rules for all participants and do introductions (ideally with just first names) at the beginning of each meeting.
· Use nametags (this helps all members, not just youth).
· If adults are being paid for their time, also pay youth participants.
· Experiment with innovative ways to contribute ideas and share the floor in meetings, for example, by using a talking stick that must be held by the speaker, by writing anonymous responses on sticky notes, breaking into small groups, or by each person in the circle responding in turn instead of breaking into the conversations informally.  

· Use icebreakers, breaks, and energizers to help people get to know each other and break up the work.  Make time for fun.  

· Use as few acronyms as possible and whenever they are used, ask the speaker to define them.
· Be flexible about coalition tradition, and be ready to genuinely hear ideas for changes or improvements that might be suggested.  
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