
Leveraging the Power of Youth 
Activation to Increase College Access 

& Awareness



Session Goals

• Learn: Understand the latest Youth Activation research 
and innovation

• Build: How to build a team of youth activators to support 
college counseling

• Equip: Inspire, train and coach your youth activators to 
support your school community

Session Goals

2



Current State of Youth Activation

Across the country, young 
people are showing they have 
the power to create solutions to 
problems that are important to 
them.

How might millions more youth 
create solutions to transform 
schools and communities?
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Student Engagement Continuum

Student VOICE
Students have a seat at the table. 
We encourage self-advocacy by 
giving them time and space to be 
heard. We seek and incorporate 
their input as we make program or 
resource decisions. We ask their 
permission before we give them 
coaching or feedback. .

Student AGENCY
Students own their 
individual learning process and 
believe in their personal efficacy. 
They seek out experiences and 
resources to better themselves or 
achieve their goals, and are willing 
to take risks in doing so. They 
model what it looks like to learn 
and grow and achieve.

Student ACTIVATION
Students commit to leading and 
serving their communities and hold 
themselves accountable for the 
achievement and outcomes of their 
peers. Students organize 
themselves to drive measurable 
culture change in their schools and 
communities.



Vision for Youth Activation
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PeerForward believes that if schools adopt Youth 
Activation, young people will create solutions to 

pressing challenges in communities across America, 
transforming their own futures and their schools.



What is Youth Activation?

Youth create solutions 
to pressing challenges 

with school and civic partners
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Ladder of Youth Participation
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Degrees of
Non-Participation

Degrees of
Participation

Youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults

Youth-initiated and directed

Adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth

Consulted and informed

Assigned but informed

Tokenism

Decoration

Manipulation



What is the level of Youth Participation in your 
school community?

1. Youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults

2. Youth-initiated and directed

3. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth

4. Consulted and informed

5. Assigned but informed  

6. Tokenism

7. Decoration

8. Manipulation
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What is the level of Youth Participation in 
respect to your role?

1. Youth-initiated, shared decisions with adults

2. Youth-initiated and directed

3. Adult-initiated, shared decisions with youth

4. Consulted and informed

5. Assigned but informed  

6. Tokenism

7. Decoration

8. Manipulation
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What does the Research say?

✓Youth Activation

✓Peer Influence
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Youth Activation
Taps Supports…
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Social and emotional 
learning

Student-centered
learning

Developmental 
relationships

Adolescent 
development

Civic
learning

Youth/adult 
partnerships

Robert Sherman, PhD.



Youth/Adult Partnerships
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• Youth and adults working together in:
• School settings
• Community settings
• Political settings

• Basics:
• Shift in adult perceptions of young people’s roles and capabilities
• Young people stepping up and learning what they need to know and do in order to 

participate meaningfully, including expanding view of their own roles
• Clear processes for determining:  issues to work on, right roles for everyone, decision-

making rules, agreed on desired outcomes, accountability structures
• The right opportunities for input, and clear rules of the road for both youth and adults



Social and Emotional Learning
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•SEL focuses on:
• Self awareness
• Self-management
• Awareness of others – empathy
• Relationship skills
• Responsible decision-making

• In adolescence, these skills consolidate in two growing 
capabilities:

• Youth voice, well regulated and passionate
• Agency



“Often times the ones experiencing the outcome are the most 

empowered and informed on the opportunities.” 

- Cincinnati Public Schools



Peer Influence and Education Research Results 
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Peer influences on behavior are stronger in 
adolescence than in other stages of life before or 
after.

Peer influences are real and extend to the 
educational domain.

Peers can actively influence the positive 
behavior of classmates.



Peers can actively influence the positive behavior of classmates
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• Students can effect positive change within their school communities if 
empowered to do so. See: Scott & Page study on PeerForward, 2017. 
Also Isakson & Jarvis study on Center for Supportive Schools, 1999.

• Programs can be designed to benefit from this research. See: Crosnoe
& Muller, 2014; Lauen & Gaddis, 2013.



Benefits of Youth Activation, proven through research

Schools and Adults improve outcomes, as students drive shared goals; 
strengthen relationships/understanding of young people;  advance 
professional development and renewal

Youth build social and emotional skills; strengthen positive relationships
with peers and staff; deepen identity, civic and personal; and increased 
motivation/engagement.
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Key Building Blocks of Youth Activation
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Partner with school or
civic leaders to increase impact.

CHALLENGE

Infrastructure: The school 
builds time, training, planning, 
data collection, capacity, 
shared-power, governance so 
that students can drive the 
common purpose with their 
peers

Common Purpose: Agreement 
on a common, measurable and 
meaningful goal to pursue for 
the common good of the 
student body



Peers. Power. 
Purpose.



Higher education is life-changing, but 
low-income students are left out
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By 2020, 65% of all jobs will require 

higher education. Experts predict a 

11M shortage of college-educated 

workers over the next decade.

On average, college graduates 

make $1 million more over their 

lifetime than those with only a 

high school degree; two-year 

degree earners make $500k more.

65%

$1M+

Students get only 38 minutes          

of 1:1 time with an academic 

counselor over their entire four 

years in high school.

Inadequate funding has resulted in 

overwhelming student-to-counselor 

ratios in public high schools.

38minutes

491:1

84
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The PeerForward Method

Capturing, structuring, and leveraging positive peer influence drives our impact. Our method 

involves four steps:
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Identify and
Recruit

Train and 
Inspire

Lead Schoolwide 
Campaigns

Track and Analyze 
Results

Using our proven method, we 

identify teams of eight 11th- and 

12th- graders who are influential 

- their peers look to them and 

want to be like them. These 

teams will be trained to run 

campaigns in their schools and 

advocate for themselves and 

their peers.

Rising 12th-grade Peer Leaders 

spend four days on a college 

campus at transformational 

summer workshops. Students 

leave confident, inspired, and 

knowledgeable of the admissions 

process, and committed to 

advocating for and guiding their 

classmates to higher ed.

With the support of our 

PeerForward Coaches, the 

PeerForward Playbook, in-school 

Advisors (school staff also trained 

at workshops) each team 

executes campaigns to drive 

actions research has shown are 

leading indicators of 

postsecondary success.

Students set campaign goals, 

identify metrics, organize events 

and communications, track their 

school’s progress using real-time 

data, and report out to their 

advisor and principal to 

continually strategize on how to 

reach the goals.  

1 2 3 4



Three Key Actions That Matter
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Peer Leaders run campaigns promoting the three key actions research has proven will boost higher 

education enrollment and persistence.

Yes, simply applying to more colleges 
measurably increases the chances of 
enrollment. Increasing the number of 

college applications submitted from two to 
three can raise a student’s probability of 

enrollment by 10 percent.

1
Applying to 

three or 
more 

colleges

The Free Application for Federal Student Aid 
(FAFSA) is required for need-based financial 

assistance, yet 2.2 million low-income 
students never file. Students who file the 

FAFSA early are 50% more likely to enroll in 
college, and timely filing can double the 

amount of grant funding awarded.

First-generation students often don’t connect 
academic excellence to specific life goals. Our 
career exploration initiative opens their eyes. 
Research shows that a student who makes a 

connection between college and his or her life 
goals is six times more likely to attain a degree 

than one who doesn’t. 

2
Early filing   

for financial 
aid

3
Connecting 

academics to 
college and 

career



Youth Activation Planning Activity
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2.   Brainstorm Challenges & Solutions

3.   Create SMART Goal

4. Complete TAR Analysis based on 7 C’s

5.   Create Your Plan

6.   List Resources Needed

7.   Execute!

1.   Build Your Team



Building Your Team

• Academic Preparation: Potential Peer Leaders are mid to high tier academic students who 
qualify for graduation and are sure of their post-secondary plans.

• Social Capital: Potential Peer Leaders are influential among their peers and have the capacity to 
work with adults as well.

• Personal Leadership Potential: Potential Peer Leaders have demonstrated the capacity for 
leadership and personal tenacity or grit.

• Capacity to Create Change: Potential Peer Leaders are positioned to make the most change in 
their school communities.

• Evidence of Expressed Interest: Potential Peer Leaders who want to participate in the program 
are better poised for success.
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We have found that historically, the most successful Student Leaders/Youth Activators are those students 
who possess the following qualities: 



• Diversity and Inclusion

• School Climate

• Attendance

• Outcomes of School 

Improvement Surveys

• Bullying

• Achievement Gaps

• Resource Equity 

• Connecting School, 

Community, Region, State, 

Nation through Student Voice 

Structures

• Career

• College

• Gender Equity

and Respect

• Building 

Leadership 

competencies

Brainstorm Your Challenge Area
Below are some example challenges from around the country
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Brainstorm a solution to your challenge AND
Create Your Smart Goal
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Complete TAR Analysis on the 7 C’s
(For the Adult Partners)

The 7 C’s are the 

“Ingredients” for Youth Activation

1. Community

2. Culmination

3. Consciousness

4. Campaigns

5. Calculations

6. Communications

7. Celebration
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Your TAR analysis is your reflection on each of these ingredients.
For each ingredient you will consider:

1. What is the Truth about the conditions of this ingredient?
2. What Actions do we need to take to improve this condition?
3. What Resources exist to support this ingredient or which 

already exist?

Students will work together on 
activities to address the 

challenge.  This is an ideal 
opportunity to group older and 

younger students together.



Create Your 
Plan and List 
Resources
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“What societies really, ideally want is a citizenry which will
simply obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds in this,
that society is about to perish. The obligation of anyone who

thinks himself as responsible is to examine society and try
to change it and to fight it – at no matter what risk. This is

the only hope society has. This is the only way
societies change.” 

- James Baldwin
“A Talk to Teachers”




