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L AY I N G  A  F O U N DAT I O N 

When CSSP Executive Vice President Susan Notkin began to concep-
tualize Youth Thrive, she was influenced by her previous work with 
parents whose children had been taken away and placed in foster care. 
“[The parents] taught me things about what they needed that I hadn’t 
imagined,” Notkin says. Notkin brought this mindset to bear on her work 
with YT. Along with a review and analysis of relevant YT research, Notkin 
engaged 30 youth who had been in foster care to talk about what had 
helped them during their time in foster care and what they would have 
wanted to change.   

In launching Youth Thrive, CSSP partnered with youth to carry out 
two important activities. First, young people with foster care experience 
co-facilitated meetings with researchers, policy makers, and practitioners. 
This positioned youth and young adults as real collaborators who could 
help interpret evidence and draw conclusions about promising direc-
tions, not just provide CSSP staff with information. Secondly, when the 
YT team conducted a search for “exemplary initiatives”—programs that 
were already doing extraordinary work with young people—youth and 
young adults took part in selecting which programs would be chosen 
and then teamed with CSSP staff to make site visits to explore those 
programs in greater depth.

These site visits were not without complications, especially when 
it came to recruiting youth in multiple locations, managing transpor-
tation logistics, and paying them for their time, according to Francie 
Zimmerman, a CSSP staff member who helped create YT. Yet the 
results were worth the effort. “Youth told us things we wouldn’t have 
known, asked questions we wouldn’t have asked, and they made con-
nections with youth [in the programs being visited] we wouldn’t have 
been able to make,” Zimmerman says. The participants’ input also 
had power. For instance, when a young team member had a negative 
reaction to one program, it was not selected. As a result, the young 
people who participated also felt valued, with one participant saying 
that it felt “cathartic” to have the power to influence decisions about 
which programs CSSP would pick.  

In addition, CSSP “levels the playing field to make sure that young 
people have the same information as other professionals at the 
table,” says YT developer Kaysie Getty. Several other young people 
said that they were paid “at a higher rate” than in similar experi-

Youth Leadership  
in Action 
Youth and young adults helped develop and 
implement a new initiative, Youth Thrive, that 
addresses the challenges they face in foster care.
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“N
othing about us, without us,” is a rallying cry that originated 
in the disability rights movement, but it has been widely 
adopted by young people who have been in foster care. The 
stakes are high. “One person frames your life before a court, 

and a couple of people decide where you live,” says Sixto Cancel about his experi-
ence with the system. Cancel remembers just how little say he had in his own 
future and how that made him feel. “Your life goes on a whole [unwanted] 
trajectory because someone didn’t ask you [what you needed],” Cancel says. 

Ensuring that young people have a say in their futures—not just 
as individuals, but collectively regarding decisions about child welfare 
policy and practice—is a goal of Youth Thrive (YT), an initiative of the 
Center for the Study of Social Policy (CSSP) focused on youth well-
being. CSSP staff wanted to create a bold initiative to address long-
entrenched practices in child welfare systems around the country. To 
do so, CSSP knew it would have to draw on not only current research 
about adolescent development and systems change, but also the 
experiences and expertise of young people themselves. Cancel was 
one among many young people with experience in foster care who 
helped develop and implement the effort.

How might youth and young adults with experience in foster 
care play an integral role in an initiative like this? The challenges are 
considerable. Typically, adults have power and young people do not. 
Adults in human-services organizations have experience deliberat-
ing changes in policies and practices, while 
young people usually do not. Meetings are 
commonly held during hours when young 
people are likely to be in school or at a job, 
making it difficult for them to participate. Staff 
members are paid for their time, while youth 
generally are not. Perhaps most significantly, 
adults often dismiss the value of listening to 
young people about what they want and need. 
Given these constraints, how can organiza-
tions ensure that the participation of youth 
and young adults is more than tokenism?

Steven D. Cohen and Leonard Burton are senior fellows at 
the Center for the Study of Social Policy.  

Elliott Hinkle is a consultant focused on child welfare, the LGBTQ 
community, and youth mental health. A young professional with lived 
expertise in the child welfare system, Elliott is a Youth Thrive trainer 
and advisor. 

Unless identified differently, others quoted in this article are also 
youth and young adults with experience in foster care who have been 
involved in developing and implementing Youth Thrive.

What is Youth Thrive (YT)?
YT is an initiative focused on youth well-being. It seeks to change the way child welfare 
systems relate to youth, to better reflect current knowledge about adolescent develop-
ment and ensure that youth can influence policy and practice. It includes:

n A research-based framework of five protective and promotive factors that all young 
people need; 

n Consultations with seven jurisdictions on using the framework to improve policies, 
contracting processes, training, and frontline practice;

n Training on applying the framework in day-to-day work with youth that has been pro-
vided to more than 3,700 frontline child welfare workers; and

n A self-directed survey that youth use to measure the presence, growth, and strength 
of their own protective and promotive factors.
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ences with other organizations, and that this 
had the practical benefit of allowing them to 
take time off from other work when needed. 
And, as YT developer Ashley Jones says, 
CSSP “kept asking me for my input,” rather 
than just involving her once or twice. The 
relationships developed during these repeat 
interactions would turn out to be important 
to both the young people and the adults who 
built YT together.

G R OW I N G  I N F L U E N C E

After having developed the research-based 
framework and visited excellent programs 
to see how they work, CSSP contracted with 
curriculum-development experts such as Jean 
Carpenter-Williams to build a training curriculum 
for frontline staff and supervisors. According to 
Carpenter-Williams, who is director of training 
development at the University of Oklahoma’s 
National Resource Center for Youth Services, 
youth had little involvement with the initial train-
ing development. This quickly changed when the 
training was ready to be tested and YT developer 
Elliott Hinkle joined in facilitating part of a session. 
It was “kind of serendipitous,” Carpenter-Williams recalls. “Elliott happened 
to be with me in New Jersey” on another project, she says, and she asked 
Hinkle to help her. The success of that effort led to conversations about 
how to bring in youth as co-leaders on a regular basis.  

All participants agreed that having youth involved with planning 
the training improved the overall experience. It created “an opportunity 
to get adults to step outside their comfort zones,” says YT developer 
April Curtis. Moreover, the young people who co-led the training are 
a more diverse group than the adults, and thus the training developed 
a deeper focus on race and racism as well as the challenges faced by 
youth in foster care who identify as LGBTQ. 

This new way of working posed challenges as well. Trainings would 
have to be flexible, as “every single session we were learning something 
new,” says Hinkle of the continuously evolving process. Hinkle aspired 
to be “an equal to Jean,” they said. Carpenter-Williams, in turn, wanted 
young trainers to share the workload equally, “as I would expect any 
other cotrainer to do,” she says.

Over time, the young professionals involved in the trainings matured 
as they built their skill sets. They noted the challenge of having to make 
real-time decisions about whether or not to share personal experi-
ences with the group to help bring home the training content. They 
had to weigh the potential benefit of discussing personal experiences 
with the emotional cost of doing so and the risk of appearing as less 
professional to some participants or of being heard only for their lived 
experience and not for the training content. They noted how important 
it was to be fully in control of this decision and to have the support of 
their adult partners in maintaining appropriate boundaries.

CSSP leaders are clear that, if they were in a similar situation today, 
they would involve young people in training development from the 
very beginning. Youth would work alongside professional curriculum 
developers, contributing to and reviewing content, and materials would 
be developed with the expectation that youth and young adults would 

be co-leaders in delivering trainings. What turned out to be most 
important was the flexibility to adapt and to have youth play a much 
larger role in order to make trainings more effective.  

T E S T I N G  T H E  L I M I T S

Knowledge about adolescent brain development and how the brain responds 
to trauma isn’t just useful information for child welfare workers. It can also 
help young people understand and navigate their own life experiences. 
This idea, developed by young people involved with YT, was the genesis 
of a curriculum called Youth Thrive 4 Youth (YT4Y), that gives young 
people an opportunity to better understand what they are going through 
during adolescence and helps to promote healing, health, and well-being. 

CSSP contracted with a group of young professionals who had 
experience with YT to lead the development of YT4Y. Producing a 
training curriculum was a new challenge for these young profession-
als. As their work progressed, CSSP was “distant but close,” recalls 
YT4Y developer Victor Sims. “This allowed us to create what we 
thought Youth Thrive 4 Youth needed to be.” Part of being “treated as 
equals is being able to accept critical feedback,” says YT4Y developer 
Madison Sandoval-Lunn. It was exciting, yet it was also complicated 
and sometimes messy at times. Hinkle, who observed the pilot on 
CSSP’s behalf, remembers the complexity of being both a peer of the 
developers and a CSSP representative. This was further complicated 
by the “dynamic between me as a white, queer young person … hav-
ing this kind of power” in relationship to the young people of color 
who worked on YT4Y, Hinkle says.

When CSSP received the draft curriculum from the developers, it 
proceeded to make changes to both the format and the content. Some 
of the developers expressed concern about these edits, believing that 
the original version was important for appealing to the intended audi-
ence (young people) and making the material more accessible. These 
different perspectives led to uncomfortable feelings on both sides.

Youth Thrive’s Protective and Promotive Factors
The initiative focuses on five factors that all young people need. 

KNOWLEDGE OF ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT 
Understanding the unique aspects of adolescence and implementing policies and prac-
tices that reflect a deep understanding of development.

YOUTH RESILIENCE 
Managing stress and functioning well when faced with stressors, challenges, or adversity.

CONCRETE SUPPORT IN TIMES OF NEED 
Making sure youth receive quality, equitable, and respectful services that meet their 
basic needs (e.g., health care, housing, education, nutrition, income), and teaching youth 
to ask for help and advocate for themselves.

SOCIAL CONNECTIONS 
Having healthy, sustained relationships with people, institutions, the community, and a 
force greater than oneself that promotes a sense of trust, belonging, and that one matters.

COGNITIVE AND SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL COMPETENCE 
Acquiring skills and attitudes that are essential to forming an independent, positive iden-
tity and having a productive and satisfying adulthood.
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This experience highlights some of the challenges of power-sharing, 
especially the importance of shared, clear expectations about what 
exactly is being delegated and what authority the sponsoring organi-
zation is retaining for itself. YT4Y was an exciting new opportunity for 
both CSSP and the young people who developed the curriculum. In 
that context, it may have seemed unnecessary to anticipate potential 
future problems and plan for them from the beginning, but in retro-
spect it would have been wise to do so.

It also reinforces the importance of relationships. The difficulties 
encountered in developing YT4Y were manageable because those 
involved had built and sustained mutually beneficial and gratifying 
relationships over a long period of time. Similar challenges might 
have proved far more damaging if this had been the first time these 
partners had worked together.

R E F L E C T I O N S

Projects like the development of YT4Y reveal inherent power imbalances. 
When those with more power (in this case, adults) invite those with 
less power (youth and young adults) to take part in a project, it’s all too 
easy to see youth as “representatives of the community,” or “people with 
lived experience,” or some other abstract concept. Such labels obscure 
the uniqueness of each individual, and make it too easy, even with the 
best of intentions, to take advantage of people rather than support their 
engagement as full partners.  

Youth thrive when they are valued. They also thrive when they 
are nurtured and supported, both personally and professionally. 
Youth and young adults identified some markers of being of value 
to the project, such as: being compensated fairly; receiving the 
same information as adult partners; seeing that their recommen-
dations are taken seriously; being engaged repeatedly; and having 
the opportunity to develop relationships with each other and with 
their adult partners. The young people interviewed for this article 
spoke with appreciation about feeling seen and heard. One partici-
pant remembers watching a CSSP staff member step in to support 
a youth who was struggling to respond to a series of very personal 
questions in a public setting and notes how powerfully that deci-
sion conveyed the message that the person mattered more than 
the information.

Many of the young people involved with YT had prior experience 
as participants in other projects, where they started to confront the 
emotional challenges of sharing their personal stories with people they 
didn’t know well. Without this history, CSSP would likely have had to 
spend more money and take more time preparing youth and young 
adults to be effective. YT then provided an opportunity to develop 
skills that would allow them to make a contribution greater than just 
storytelling. As they accrued experience, with YT and school and other 
endeavors, those skill sets matured even further. Some have gone on 
to build careers as consultants in youth development and child welfare, 
while others moved on to other kinds of work. 

Sixto Cancel urges organizations to treat people with lived experi-
ence “like the billionaire at the table.” If someone provides seed money 
to get a project going, he says, you would keep them up to date and 
find opportunities to involve them throughout the project, even after 
their money was spent. These comments speak to the desire to be 
integrated into work, rather than just engaged for short-term input. 
And this in turn reinforces the importance of building relationships 
in which individuals are seen, heard, and valued. ●

Community Takes  
the Wheel
A new framework, Evidence2Success, gave the 
Children and Youth Cabinet a road map to put 
equity at the center of its work with young people. 

BY WINSOME STONE, MATTHEW BILLINGS  

& REBECCA BOXX

W
hen the Children and Youth Cabinet (CYC) of Rhode 
Island was founded in 2011, its mission was to gather, 
analyze, and disseminate data and best practices to sup-
port Providence’s children and youth. Over time, CYC 

staff determined that their organization was not sufficiently equipped 
to deliver what the community told us they wanted: programs designed 
for communities of color. 

Today, CYC is a very different kind of organization—it’s an inter-
mediary that invests more than $2 million annually in programs that 
support behavioral health outcomes in Rhode Island’s urban communi-
ties. But the journey from a collective-impact coalition to a responsive 
intermediary that embraces equitable implementation took time. It 
required changing staffing practices, installing community residents 
in leadership roles, and restructuring its operating status to become 
what we call a “nimble” intermediary that pursues programs, funding, 
and implementation according to what residents say they need, and 
in a way that is designed to work for them. CYC also had to define and 
embrace what became the four cornerstones of its approach to equi-
table implementation: engagement, agency, relevance, and investment.  

Longtime Providence residents like Winsome Stone have played 
a pivotal role in this journey. Winsome is an executive at the Rhode 
Island Department of Children Youth and Families (DCYF), the state 
child welfare system. She is also a mother and has lived in the same 
community for many years. As the implementation field faces hard 
questions about relevance and design of evidence-based practices 
and programs for communities of color, the vision and expertise of 
community members like Winsome are an integral part of the solution. 

“We need services that reflect families’ own experiences and we 
need organizations that actually engage with residents,” Winsome 
says. “We can’t just say ‘equity’ over and over and expect results.”

CYC now invests more than $2 million annually in a prevention 
portfolio that includes three evidence-based programs focused 
on preventing problems for young people before they develop: 
Familias Unidas, Strong African American Families, and Cognitive 
Behavioral Intervention for Trauma in Schools (CBITS). Each of these 
programs has been designed, disseminated, or adapted by people 
of color for specific communities of color. The workforce delivering 

Winsome Stone is a senior executive at the Rhode Island Department of Children, Youth, and Families, 
and a longtime resident of Providence. 

Matthew Billings is deputy director of the Children and Youth Cabinet of Rhode Island, which brings 
together residents, public systems, community-based organizations, and funders to achieve shared 
outcomes.  

Rebecca Boxx is director of the Children and Youth Cabinet. 
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