
Piloting Notes!   

#11 – Child and Youth Agency! 

 

Welcome to the eleventh edition of “Piloting Notes!”, a series of short documents providing 
guidance for the implementation of CCF’s “Bright Futures” approach. 

With Bright Futures, CCF puts young people at the center 
of our attention.  As a child development organization, 
children and youth have always been central to our work 
and, in the past, we’ve tried to measure our success in 
terms of the benefits they accrue and the results they 
achieve.  But this does not mean that we have directly 
engaged and worked with them.   

In this issue of “Piloting Notes!”, we’ll discuss what we 
mean when we say children and youth will take on a “leading 
role” in Bright Futures, that their participation matters, or that we seek to promote their agency 
and protagonism.  First we’ll review how these concepts have emerged out of discussions with 
young people, then we’ll define our terms, and we’ll conclude with a set of guiding principles. 

 

Stepping Back Before 
Stepping Forward  
Let’s start with what we said in the very first 
issue of Pilot Notes, in identifying the basic 
principles of Bright Futures:   
 
• “CCF’s work will be designed to 

enhance the leading role (agency) of 
parents, youth, and children in poor 
communities, by ensuring that they are 
the primary protagonists in program 
implementation.”  

Giving prominence to young people is 
motivated to a large extent by CCF’s 
Poverty Study, in which we talked directly 
with young people and found that they had 
unique experiences of poverty, and that the 
social nature of their experience is as deep 
seated as the lack of material things.   

Engaging young people directly in these 
conversations led to a fundamental 
conclusion and signaled a profound shift in 
program thinking—that we should be 
viewing young people not just as 
beneficiaries of programs, but also taking on 
leading roles in their own development: 
 
“…children are not passive recipients of 
experience, but are instead active 
contributors to their own wellbeing and 
development.  They think of themselves as 
contributors to their families, playing their 
own part in the care of younger siblings and 
incapacitated adults and in household 
maintenance and survival.  Indeed, the 
assumptions of age-appropriate roles and 
responsibilities within the family and 
community can be a vital source of self-
esteem and motivation for children.” 
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These insights and findings became 
recommendations for moving forward:  
 
“Children’s perspectives on poverty need to 
be incorporated within all policies and 
programs that aim to assist them directly.”  
 
“Supporting children in their own protection 
and in their role as change agents entails 
the development and use of participatory 
child-focused methodologies and 
methods….”   
 
In the past, much of our attention has 
focused on adult knowledge, attitudes, and 
behaviors as a strategy for affecting change 
on behalf of children and youth.  With this 
shift, we recognize that directly engaging 
young people is equally vital. 
 
 

Bright Futures and Young 
People 
One of the five primary components of 
Bright Futures focuses on young people and 
the “gifts” they bring with them. Let’s take a 
closer look at this, and give examples of the 
practical implications of its critical elements:i   
 
Programs will be designed to facilitate the 
development of each child in holistic ways, 
taking into account the different phases of 
development through which each child 
passes:  

CCF has always developed programs with the 
goal of promoting the holistic development of 
young and old children.  If you look at how 
we’ve done this, though, in many cases we find 
gaps.  For example, particularly when you look 
at primary- and secondary-school-aged children 
and youth, our efforts to promote holistic 
development is often confined to schooling and 
vocational training.   
 
While there may be good reasons for this focus, 
in the process, we sacrifice the development of 
programs that build the social, emotional and 
leadership abilities of young people—abilities 
that schools and vocational programs often 
neglect.   
 
Many CCF National Offices have created 
program models that fill this gap—Child 
Centered Spaces, Children’s Clubs, structured 
non-school-like and fun arts, culture and literacy 
activities, leadership and community service 
projects, and peer-to-peer initiatives.   
 
We want to encourage the development and 
implementation of these child- and youth-
focused, engaging, structured, regularly 
scheduled, fun-but-challenging program models 
that “round out” the holistic character of our 
programs.   
 
The voices of children will be heard and will 
shape the direction of programs:  
 
For most of us, traditionally, we haven’t spent 
time with young people, talking to them about 
what’s going on in their community and what 
they’d like to do about it.  In fact, many of us 
aren’t quite comfortable talking directly with 
young people, and we’re more familiar with how 
to organize discussions with their parents.   

Voice 

 
This is an exciting challenge, and we need to 
enable staff who are attuned to young people to 
step forward and help the rest of us build up our 
confidence, our skills, and our methods for 
engaging young people in these discussions.  

Child 
Development 
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Participation Relationships

 
i   From the Phase 1 Report, available from 
Victoria Adams in Richmond. 



We need to create vehicles for enabling young 
people to get their voices heard within 
communities, and we will be piloting methods 
for doing this.   
 
For example, we have created a Guide that 
contains child-friendly PRA-like methods for 
organizing discussions with young people, 
enabling them to brainstorm and prioritize ideas 
as a group.  We will be piloting methods that 
require young people to turn PRA reflections 
into documents that can be shared among 
communities, and even with sponsors, donors, 
and partners.   
 
Lastly, we are creating ways for Child and 
Youth Associations and their Federation to 
communicate with their counterparts in Bright 
Futures programs in other countries.  
 
The participation of children and youth in 
leading roles in their own development, and 
in the development of their communities and 
societies, will be central to program 
implementation:  
 
One of the most visible and tangible ways these 
ideas have been operationalized has been the 
Bright Futures requirement that Child and Youth 
Associations and Federations be formed as part 
of the formal governance structure within the 
organization with which CCF affiliates.  This is 
our way of recognizing and ensuring that young 
people contribute to selecting, planning, 
implementing, and evaluating programs and 
projects.   
 
But we want them to participate in additional 
ways, as well—providing management 
oversight to components of the Area Strategic 
Plan, playing a role in implementing the Safety 
Net, and taking on a leading role in 
communicating to communities what Bright 
Futures is all about.   
 
In short, they are as much responsible as 
anyone for the development of their 
communities.  When it comes to community 
decision-making, our desire is that they become 
equal citizens. 

Through program implementation, 
meaningful relationships will be formed 
between children, between children and 
adults, and between children and 
sponsors:  
 
Traditionally, there have been two 
relationships that receive priority attention in 
CCF—the relationship between a 
sponsored child and a sponsor, and the 
relationship between the “project” and the 
family.  We want to expand this focus to 
include relationships among young people 
within the same community, across 
communities, and even across countries.   
 
One way we’ll promote this is by focusing 
on the role young people should play in 
communicating what Bright Futures is all 
about, not only within Bright Futures, but 
also to young people in other Bright Futures 
programs in other countries. 
 
Remember that the Associations and the 
Federation must build relationships across 
villages and communities so that decisions can 
be made through consensus building.  Within 
this, we want to focus on the relationship 
between young people and the adults who are 
serving in the Associations and the Federation.   
 
Bright Futures staff repeatedly report that adults 
are willing to listen to young people because, 
according to the adults, when children and 
youth speak the truth, the truth can’t easily be 
ignored.  However, while listening is an 
important accomplishment, its not enough.   
 
If adults and young people are to truly become 
partners, they need to build a working 
relationship as equals, and this will require 
facilitation and effort because of the power 
imbalance and cultural practices that frequently 
put young people in the category of “you can be 
seen, but you shouldn’t be heard.”  
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Aligning Program Principles 
& Practices With Child & 
Youth Development 

Definitions  
In the U.S., one of the most commonly used 
dictionaries is Miriam-Webster, and here’s 
how they define terms: 

If you think about it for a moment, these 
related terms of agency and protagonism 
are highlighting the human capacity to act 
willfully, and we know from child 
development research that even newborn 
infants have intentions and exert control in 
their interactions with caregivers.   There’s 
nothing passive about human development, 
and to borrow a metaphor, knowledge is not 
deposited in us as if we were bank 
accounts.   

 
Agency: “The capacity, condition, or state 
of acting or of exerting power.” 
 
Protagonism: “The principal character in a 
story.  The leader of a cause.”   

In fact, if you go to Miriam-Webster’s 
website and request the definition of 
“protagonism,” you are directed to an article 
on the website of a highly reputable NGO in 
India, Concerned for Working Children.  
Here’s how they’ve defined protagonism:   But theories of development are not the 

same as programming principles and 
practices, and just because we, as human 
beings, actively construct our own 
development doesn’t mean that we, as 
professionals, will organize programs for or 
with young people using these same 
concepts (see Table 1 for alternatives).  In 
fact, most of the time when you stick your 
head into a classroom, chances are you’ll 
see kids being treated as if they were bank 
accounts (with very low rates of interest). 

“The right and the ability to advocate on 
one’s own behalf, to be in control and a part 
of decision making processes and 
interventions.”   

 
 

 
P
 

Table 1:  Spectrum Of Adult Attitudes Toward Young People 
 

Youth As 
Objects 

Adults who have this attitude subscribe to the myth of adult wisdom.  They believe 
adults know what is best for young people.  They attempt to control situations in which 
young people are involved.  They believe that young people have little to contribute. 

Youth As 
Recipients 

Adults who have this attitude believe that adults must assist young people to adapt to 
adult society.  They permit young people to take part in making decisions because they 
think the experience will be good for them and assume that young people are not yet 
“real people” and need practice to learn to “think like adults.”  These adults usually 
delegate to young people trivial responsibilities and tasks that the adults do not want to 
undertake.   

Youth As 
Partners 

Adults who have this attitude respect young people and believe that young people 
have significant contributions to make now.  These adults encourage youth to become 
involved and firmly believe that youth involvement is critical to a program’s success.  
They recognize that young people and adults both have abilities, strengths, and 
experience to contribute. 
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Program Principles For 
Associations and Federations  
As communities come together for the well 
being of young people, using practices that 
promote agency and protagonism, what 
principles might they be guided by?    
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Strengths more than risks or deficits: 
Many times we think our goal is to fix the 
problems faced by young people, not 
realizing that being problem-free is not 
enough.  To paraphrase a well-known youth 
development expert, how many people have 
ever gotten a job by telling the prospective 
employer about all the problems they don’t 
have?  
 
Engagement with 
Young People 
More than 
Services for 
Young People: We 
want to recognize 
all young people as 
resources, 
contributors, and 
leaders, and 
engage them as 
partners.  This also 
means that we 
need to outreach to young people who are 
least visible, most troubled, and/or most 
troublesome.  
 
Unleashing, Not Controlling or Directing: 
Its often tempting to try to control initiatives, 
but to build deep and lasting ownership, its 
often better to focus on “seed planting” and 
let young people “raise the crop.”   
 
All Adults and Young People, Not Just 
CCF: If we want to promote agency and 
protagonism, we must move beyond “CCF-
owned” programs to the broader 
community, organizations, and institutions.  
 

Long-Term Process: We must recognize 
that no single developmental epoch during 
childhood and adolescence is more 
important than the other, that healthy 
development is a long-term process, and 
therefore, so must our programs. 

 

Programs As Stepping 
Stones  
Ultimately, why do we think that young 
people should be active participants, 
protagonists, and decision makers?  We 
believe that young people require certain 
abilities to successfully transition to 
adulthood.   
 
Fundamentally, we want children to develop 
into adults who are able to express their 

thoughts and 
feelings, be 
creative in their 
approach to life, 
feel connected 
to the diversity 
of people 
around them, 
and have hope 
that through 
their own 
actions, they 

can live a life that will make them happy.   
 
Our programs therefore need to be 
organized around principles that will engage 
young people, seek their thoughts and 
feelings, and enable them to effect the 
changes that are important to them.  
Moreover, they need to grow accustomed to 
working as part of a team, to critically think 
about what’s happening around them, to 
make decisions as a social group about 
what to do.   
 
They need to be skilled in cooperation, 
collaboration, listening, and presenting their 
thoughts in public settings.  While we are 



accustomed to thinking about skills such as 
survival, reading, writing, numeracy, and 
vocation, we need to move beyond these 
and better prepare young people for the 
world that they will be facing.   
 
The concepts of agency and protagonism 
are intended to help us reflect and throw 
new light on how we view young people and 
their abilities, inspire us to work directly with 
them, and push us to create programs and 
methods that engage and involve them.   
 
We need their imagination. 
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For More Information  
There are a number of references on 
engaging with children and youth.  Here are 
some to get started: 
 
General Reading 
• Black, Maggie, 2004, Opening Minds, 

Opening Up Opportunities: Children's 
participation in action for working 
children.  International Save the 
Children Alliance. 
 

• Concerned for Working Children, A 
Journey In Children’s Participation. 
(Access copy at: 
http://www.workingchild.org/prota9.htm) 

 

Program Examples 
• Golombek, S. (ed.), 2002, What Works 

in Youth Participation: Case studies 
from around the world, International 
Youth Foundation.  (Download PDF at 
http://www.comminit.com/materials/ma2
003/materials-414.html). 
 

• Hart, R., 1997, Children’s Participation: 
The theory and practice of involving 
young citizens in community 
development and environmental care, 
Earthscan Publications, London, UK. 

 
• Johnson, V. (ed.), 1998, Stepping 

Forward: Children and young people’s 
participation in the development 
process, Intermediate Technology 
Publications, London, UK. 

 
Methods and Their Application 
• CCF, 2004, Engaging Young People in 

Discussions About Their Communities: 
A collection of ideas and materials, CD 
ROM (available upon request). 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.workingchild.org/prota9.htm
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