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Executive Summary  
In order to pressure test the Theory of Change, we wanted to interview young people 

and school and non-profit staff to understand the experiences of youth who struggle to 

complete high school. Young people who struggle in high school have complex journeys 

that ultimately make them decide to leave the school system. Their decision to leave is 

informed by both pull factors, personal issues which pull them out of the school system, 

and push factors, issues with school staff and the structure of school that create 

additional stress and make it difficult for young people to successfully engage with the 

system.  

Key Findings: 

● Academic success is not the main priority for young people who struggle in high 
school - surviving mental health issues, trauma, family difficulties, housing, and 
cultural barriers are.  

● Graduating does not mean that a young person is equipped with the skills to be 
successful.  

● When young people are struggling, their first step to self-advocate is usually to talk 
to an adult inside the school system who acts as a “connector”. This adult has the 
opportunity to refer that young person to services.  

● Young people who struggle need to have meaningful relationships with people 
inside the school system in order to want to participate in the school system.  

● The support young people most want but don’t currently have is an advocate.  

● Young people succeed when schools and social services work together.  

● Young people care about extracurriculars when they help them foster 
relationships.  
 

These findings guided the Pressure Testing Team as we evaluated and evolved the CYN 

YPD Theory of Change (ToC) to align it with the recommendations and experiences of 

young people struggling to complete high school. Our analysis reveals that a lack of 

meaningful relationship, advocacy support, and service integration, are standing in the 

way of young people achieving the educational success that they and the YPD 

Collaborative hopes for. Engaging with these system-based barriers and what these 
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young people are asking for will increase the YPD Collaborative’s ability to achieve 

meaningful long-term impact.  
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Introduction 
 
Over the past four months, the YPD Interview team interviewed and reflected on the 

experiences of seven young people who have struggled to complete high school and 

seven school and community service staff who work with youth who struggle. We 

undertook this process to better understand the underlying factors that contribute to 

young people dropping out. Through these interviews, we developed an understanding 

of the specific issues young people who drop out face, the way youth and staff measure 

student success, the gaps in support provided by schools and service providers, and 

what is currently working well to support young people who are struggling. These 

insights have led us to recommend that the YPD Team evolve its ToC to incorporate 

interventions that are consistent with what young people, school staff, and service 

providers are experiencing. 

 

Through our research we expected to uncover individual stories of dropping out and the 

interventions that schools and communities made in these journeys. However, we didn’t 

expect to have such vulnerable conversations or to obtain the rich level of insight from 

the people that we interviewed. Each person that we interviewed was honest, direct, and 

willing to share stories of great emotional depth. We believe that this depth of sharing 

was possible, in large part, because of our identities as youth researchers, and because 

of the process we used to explore the stories that we heard. We invite you to read the 

next section to discover more about our process. We think this will help you to absorb 

the context necessary to understand what we are sharing in this report.  

Our Method 
 
CYN’s early consultations with young people provided general insight into the 

frustrations, supports, and experiences that young people notice in schools across 

London. To pressure test the assumptions of this early data collection, our team took the 

next step—to hone in on the specific experiences of young people who struggle in high 
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school to understand how the YPD ToC resonated with them. We did this by adopting a 

strategy of longform, in-depth interviews with young people who identified as having 

experiences of struggle in high school. These young people were selected through 

self-identification as having formally dropped out of high school at some point in their 

journey or having considered dropping out at some point during high school.  

 

Our interviews with young people established the foundation for our enquiry and 

informed our conversations with service providers and school staff. The choice to root 

our research in the voices of young people is consistent with Youth-Led Participatory 

Action Research (YPAR) principles. In YPAR, “key expertise is viewed as residing within 

marginalized youth and others who directly experience the research “topics” in their lives 

but have historically been the objects rather than subjects of research” (Ozar 2016). The 

wisdom of our interview subjects directed the pressure test to explore questions that we 

would not have otherwise known to ask and ensured that we researched what was 

relevant to those with lived experience.  

 

The next step in our interview process was to design interviews with service providers 

and school staff to explore their reactions to the ideas generated by young people. This 

established a dialogic and iterative process in which the young people’s ideas were 

respected and valued such that they inspired conversation that allowed the ideas to be 

critiqued, questioned, and enhanced by adult system actors (Ozar 2016). It should be 

noted that we focused on interviewing young people and staff who expressed a 

willingness to talk in-depth about their lived experience. This filtering ensured that each 

interview captured detailed and honest personal narratives.  

 

After fourteen interviews, seven with young people and seven with school and 

community staff, we reached a saturation point, at which the themes of advocacy, 

relationships and service integration emerged consistently across interviews. These 

themes aligned, in most cases, with the initial Youth Insights Analysis conducted by the 

Child and Youth Network. 

 

The mapping team itself is comprised of three young people:  
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Mapping Coordinator - Emma Blue 

Mapping Interviewers - Jayme Archibald and Fidha Sabir 

 

In pursuit of practicing YPAR, the Mapping Team was composed of young people who 

have experience with the issues that young people are facing in high school. As a result, 

the interviewers were able to establish relationships of trust with interview subjects, such 

that we received detailed and honest answers to questions about challenging life 

experiences. YPAR methodology helps to uncover evidence that otherwise remains 

hidden and benefits those projects where young people are the target population (Ozar 

2016).  

 

A robust practice of YPAR also involves young people in analysis work to make sure they 

are being heard properly (Checkoway and Richards-Schuster 2003). Our team made 

every attempt to adhere to this principle. We sent our writing back to our interview 

subjects and created time for them to correct or adapt explanations that did not 

appropriately explain their experiences or amplify their voices. This practice increased 

the accuracy of our research and reduced the opportunity for original statements to be 

distorted by isolated analysis.  

 

This report represents some of the only in-depth local data about the struggles faced by 

London high school students. To ensure that we honoured the stories shared in 

interviews, we created dedicated time for our interviewers to reflect on the stories they 

heard. This allowed them to draw connections between the stories they heard and the 

information gathered in other parts of the YPD pressure test— including the initial “Youth 

Insights Report” compiled from the CYN’s focus groups with 600 young people across the 

city.  

 

It also allowed this learning brief to be unique. It is co-written by young people and 

primarily concerns itself with accurately communicating the perspectives of young 

people who have struggled to graduate. In places, the work will allow lived experience to 

speak in raw terms, and it will convey experiences differently than may be expected. It 

will communicate what it feels like to struggle to complete high school, what it feels like 

to be unacknowledged by a community, and the frustrations and needs of young people. 



  7 
 

Occasionally, you will hear emotion and notice feelings in our writing. Expect this. Some 

of these struggles are real for our writers, as well as our interviewees and the presence 

of this activist voice is a quality of YPAR (Ozar 2016).  

 

 

I. The Way We 
Mapped Young 
People 

 
Imagine that you’re a young person coming into an interview. We might know you as a 

friend, as someone we go to a community group with, or as someone we heard about 

from a friend of a friend at our old high school. We also might not know you at all, having 

only emailed you because you said you were open to being contacted after filling out the 

LYAC’s “Thinking of Dropping Out?” Google form. You know that you’ll be interviewed 

about your personal high school experience and that the interview is with another young 

person, but not much else. When you walk into the office, mall, or community centre we 

meet you in, you see one of us at a table with a big piece of chart paper and markers. We 

make conversation based on what we know about you coming into the interview. We ask 

how you’re doing, we crack jokes, or comment on about how we come from the only two 

schools in the school board that have an ESL program—we start to build a relationship.  

 

When we sit down and get started, we ask you to talk about what you thought about high 

school when you were in elementary school. As we get going, we talk about what it was 

like for you going through the different grades of high school, what your first positive and 

negative experiences were in the school system, what services you used, what help you 

needed and what help you didn’t receive. As you talk, we write out your story in front of 

you, charting it chronologically, as well as we can in the moment. You can see our notes 

as they emerge. You clarify or adding things to them as you need to. By the end of the 

conversation, we’ve mapped your first impressions of high school, the conflicts that 

happened during your time there, who helped you and who made things worse, and 

where you feel like you are now that the experience is over.  



  8 
 

 

We promise to stay connected with you, that we’ll let you know how the project evolves 

and that you’ll have an opportunity to look at the themes we compile based on your 

story. You deserve a chance to clarify anything for us that we got wrong. We might have a 

conversation with you after, as we’re reflecting on your map, if we’re still confused about 

things. If you expressed that you’re in crisis or need help, we’ll offer to connect you to the 

resources we think you’re looking for, and we tell you not to hesitate to ask if you need 

help.  

 

If you’re anything like the youth we’ve spoken to, the interview may leave you feeling 

“strelieved.” In the words of one interviewee, this is when you are stressed by the thought 

of school, but relieved that your story is out on paper. You can see it all at once for the 

first time and finally have a moment to reflect on it fully. 

 

2. The Way We Interviewed 
Adults 

 
Now imagine that you’re an interviewer. Before finalizing what you’ve learned, you want 

to make sure to talk to school and community service staff to hear what they see 

happening when they reflect on the experiences of young people who struggle in high 

school. During these interviews, you ask why they were interested in joining their field, 

what their first steps are when they see a young person struggling, and you discuss the 

different barriers that exist in providing young people with the support they need. You 

also share some of the details from the stories you’ve collected to ask them why they 

think staff in those maps responded the way they did. You ask them how they might have 

done things similarly or differently. By the end of the discussion, you have a better sense 

of what resources guidance counsellors, teachers, principals, community service 

providers, and school consultants use to support students. You understand the 

difficulties that these professionals face and the way they approach their work when 

helping youth who struggle in high school. All of this knowledge informs the way that you 

consider the potential solutions available to help support young people and it makes you 
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consider the ways that our community can help schools and community services to 

support these youth.  

 

3. What We Did After 
 
After these interviews, you think a lot about the story you mapped. You think while you’re 

on the bus ride home, then again when you’re going to sleep at night. You spend hours 

looking over the maps, thinking about how they relate to the other stories you’ve heard, 

CYN’s Theory of Change, the “Youth Insights” report, successful intervention models that 

the literature review team has presented, and your own life. You try to glean as many 

microscopic details as you can to make sure you were really listening, that you know 

what their experience was really like, and you feel like you know what could better 

support youth in similar situations to the ones you’ve heard about. You think about what 

a teacher, a school administrator, a city staff, a peer, or another young person in a similar 

situation might take away from the stories and interviews that you’ve heard. You feel a 

sense of responsibility to make the experience of the young person you interviewed 

better. You now know many of the ways that people, communities, and systems were 

effective or ineffective in supporting that young person. You want to be the system that’s 

different. And you think you’re learning what a system would need to look like to be 

different from the others.  

Limitations and Assumptions  
Due to the intensive nature of the  interview process, the focus was on interviewing 

young people who the researchers knew already or could contact based on the young 

people who were interested in being followed up with in the “Thinking of Dropping Out?” 

form, which influenced the information we received and the kind of population we 

reached. 

 

Based on the team’s interactions with young people who had struggled in high school 

prior to the project, and the information gathered in CYN’s “Youth Insights” report, we 

assumed that a variety of different factors affected young people’s decision to leave 

school, and that leaving school does not happen as a single act, but is a result of a series 
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of events throughout the young person’s time in school. Because of this assumption, we 

decided to use a funnel template in our maps so young people could look at the different 

years of their high school experience and see what major factors contributed to them 

ultimately leaving high school. 

Slipping Out: The Structure and Process of Leaving 

High School 

The Mudslide: Persistent Push and Pull Factors  
 
Though individual stories varied during the mapping sessions, it became apparent that 

most of the stressors that lead someone to leave school begin as conflicts outside of 

their school life. These ongoing external factors ‘pull’ students away from school and 

make it increasingly difficult to maintain interest and engagement in the structured 

education system. Over time, these pull factors interweave with negative experiences 

inside the school system, ‘push’ factors, and form a tightly woven fabric of reasons to 

leave school. These intricate weavings of push and pull factors explains why our 

interviewees’ decided to to leave high school. 

 

Here is Sandra’s story, to help you to understand what we mean.  

 

Early in her interview, Sandra  identified her brother’s death in Grade 8 as one of the 1

major undercurrents running through her high school experience. She was in and out of 

the hospital throughout high school as a result of the mental health issues that emerged 

from her grief. She also had difficulty with her parents, difficulty so significant that they 

made her move out on her own in the middle of Grade 10.  

 

Sandra’s stress came from issues that existed outside of the school system, but the 

school created additional stressors by handling her experience poorly. After her brother’s 

1 All names have been changed to respect the interviewees’  desire for anonymity.  
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death, Sandra’s Grade 8 principal said that she was “too emotional,” and school staff did 

not accommodate her when she was bullied.  

 

By the time Sandra came to the London school system in Grade 12, she’d gone to four 

different schools. When she arrived in London she took on a full-time course load for the 

first time. Early on, she began to struggle in math. She went to the guidance office to ask 

if they could provide her with any resources. The guidance counsellor told her that if she, 

as a Grade 12 student, was having difficulty with Grade 10 applied math, he couldn’t do 

much to help her. He did not refer her to any services or offer support.  

 

Sandra identifies this experience, with her guidance counsellor, as the reason why she 

left class during a difficult math test. After this, she tried to go the principal’s office, but 

was snapped at by a secretary for going through the wrong door. It all started to pile up.  

 

After only one month in London’s school system, Sandra dropped out and moved back 

closer to her hometown. Sandra had had many negative experiences with school prior to 

the moment with her guidance counsellor, but that experience was the turning “push” 

point that ultimately led her to leave the school system.  

 

Now, take a read through a portion of Lia’s story. It’ll show you another perspective.  

 

When Lia unenrolled from high school she didn’t do it suddenly. She first missed school 

in the fall of Grade 11, only a few times at first, and then missed another week towards 

the end. In Grade 12, after the cancellation of wrestling, she began to lose interest in 

school and skip class. When she attempted to come back to school to make amends she 

overheard a student in her class whisper “Why did she even bother showing up?” The 

comment halted her attempt to reintegrate into the school system because it made her 

feel degraded, stereotyped, and looked down upon.  

 

After some time Lia reached out to her guidance counsellor, to discuss her lack of 

motivation. Her guidance counsellor referred her to a counsellor who diagnosed Lia with 

severe depression.  
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Lia’s illness kept her from attending school and because Lia wasn’t attending school, she 

received daily automated calls from the school reporting her absence. These calls made 

Lia very anxious. Finally her mother said to her, “If you’re not going to go, then let them 

know.” The next day she made the call that halted her high school career.  

 
After looking at these stories, consider how they relate to the image of a mudslide. A 

mudslide implies that a slow slipping event is taking place; it takes time to slip down the 

slide and it’s messy. Dropping out feels a lot more like ‘slipping out’. Over the course of a 

student’s high school career stressors begin to compound, they weigh them down, and 

make it feel as if they are slowly being dragged down. However, the young person is not 

passive in this. They might try to stand up to stop themselves from continuing to slide 

downwards, they might fight hard to get out of the mudslide. But often, the pressures 

accumulating in their lives are too strong to be fought alone. Without something constant 

and positive, within the school system, to hold on to, it’s difficult for a student to stay 

involved. 

 

Prioritizing Survival 

Many of the young people interviewed talked about the force of the mudslide in terms of 

priorities. When they were experiencing abuse or mental health issues, attempting to 

integrate into Canadian society, or trying to find accommodations for a disability, 

students were more likely to focus on those things than on completing homework or 

coming to class. The young people consulted in the “Youth Insights” analysis also spoke 

about how life altering events like pregnancy and deaths in the family can make it 

difficult for young people to focus on school. Academic difficulty was not a core issue for 

the young people that we interviewed—difficulty in school may have worsened already 

existing stress, but it was not the main reason they struggled during high school. When 

asked about their last impression of high school, one interviewee called it “a barely 

necessary Hell.” They felt that the burden of achieving academic success hindered their 

attempts to survive and that school caused their condition to worsen.  

 

The school staff who we interviewed are aware that many of the young people they work 

with are dealing with difficult issues that affect their high school experiences. However, 
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they mentioned that the school system has limited capacity to address these challenges 

so that young people are fully supported in their efforts to survive. Two of the school 

staff we talked to mentioned that they had helped a struggling student to shop for 

clothes and school supplies and had provided them with bus tickets. Unfortunately their 

support wasn’t enough to keep this young person in high school. They were experiencing 

too much outside of school. One former school administrator talked about how 

academic education is the main priority of the school system, and so schools often don’t 

have the resources to fully help students who are facing difficulties that aren’t related to 

academics. He emphasized that community services could work in partnership with 

schools to better support these youth. 

 

 

Nothing Is Keeping Me Here: Stay Factors 
 
Pull factors are often incredibly overwhelming. As a result, interviewees expressed how 

vital it was to have someone or something keeping them at school. For the young people 

we talked to, continuing to go to school was dependent on ‘stay factors’. These were 

activities, people, or other experiences that kept them invested in school. ‘Stay factors’ 

were often people, such as an extremely supportive sports coach, or a passion, like a 

drama club, that makes coming to class worth it. The young people we interviewed either 

had an experience that they described as a stay factor or desired one.  

 

Some students had an important stay factor taken away from them. Lia, for example, was 

a dedicated and passionate member of the school wrestling team and said, “Coach 

Stevenson was the first person in my life to tell me she was proud of me”. However, the 

next year wrestling was cancelled after the coach left to teach at another school. 

Describing this situation Lia said, “The [teachers] were great, but weren’t enough. When 

wrestling stopped happening, nothing was really keeping me at school anymore.”  

 

Similar to Lia’s experience, another interviewee, Jason, also spoke about the lack of stay 

factors in his high school experience. When talking about being cut from a basketball 

team Jason said, “It crushed me. I had no motivation to go to school anymore.”  
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Contrastingly, Omar never had any stay factors. During the interview he explained that 

following a month off school due to a concussion, he had no desire to go back to his 

school. He knew that the only thing awaiting him was unnecessary stress. This desire for 

more extracurriculars, such as free sports leagues, was also communicated in the “Youth 

Insights” document.  

 

Success Is More Than Graduating 

 
At the beginning of the mapping process we assumed that we would be able to classify 

young people who struggled and left high school as ‘unsuccessful’, and the young people 

who struggled with school and graduated as ‘successful’. We thought that we might be 

able to compare the two groups’ experiences and easily notice the supports that those 

who had graduated had received and the supports that those who had left high school 

didn’t.  

 

There were some distinct differences between the two groups, which we’ll get into later 

in the report, but it turned out that success and graduation were not always linked. Three 

of the seven youth we talked to had achieved an OSSD . None of them defined 2

themselves as being happy or successful after their high school journey. Two were 

unemployed, all three were still having difficulty managing their mental health, and none 

had completed any kind of post-secondary training or accreditation despite the fact that 

two had initially pursued it. This does not mean that these young people are devoid of 

important skills, wisdom or meaningful relationships. However, it does mean that despite 

graduating, they still do not have enough support or resources to successfully transition 

into other areas of life.  

 

With additional interviews it is possible that we would uncover some variance in this 

trend, nevertheless, the lack of transition support amongst all our interviewees indicated 

to us that graduating from high school does not mean that a student has been prepared 

2 However, two of those three wouldn’t have been counted under the school boards’ graduation rate 
because they didn’t graduate within five years. 
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to move past secondary education. Some people reach the finish line, but stop once they 

pass it. There is a common “what now?” feeling amongst youth who have been forced to 

make daily survival take precedence over planning for their future. Another youth 

identified how she had never expected to make it to the age of 20, much less graduate 

high school. This left her with little to no goals for her career or post-secondary education 

because she didn’t consider she’d ever make it this far. If we continue to define student 

success as being equivalent to graduating, we might miss the ways that those who 

graduate are still failing to be adequately served by their communities.  

 

This difference between success and graduation was also emphasized by the school and 

non-profit staff we talked to. Many mentioned that their ultimate priority as educators 

was to help develop young people as people, not simply to help them in academics. One 

education and non-profit staff spoke about how her main goal with her students was that 

they become kind and thoughtful adults who are accountable for their actions. A former 

alternative educator talked about how he felt like he had been successful when his 

students were able to stay out of criminal activity, had developed a love of learning, had a 

sense of respect, and developed some creative practice. He saw several of his students 

get jobs in trades like construction and mechanics, and their success in these areas was 

deeply meaningful to him.  

 

We also heard the school administrators we talked to highlight the importance of student 

retention in their work and the way school boards perceive data. Student retention was a 

different issue to them than graduating, as it focused more on keeping students from 

leaving rather than specifically ensuring that they completed their high school education 

in a set period of time.  

 

The Gaps in Support from Schools and Services 

In the YPD ToC, the core barriers facing struggling high school students are defined as a 

lack of awareness, access and connection to educational and leadership activities. During 

our interviews, young people and staff highlighted that there is often an intermediary 

step that connects students to activities or services. In every story, there was an 

adult—typically inside the school such as a guidance counsellor, principal, vice principal, 
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or teacher—who young people went to for help before they were connected to a service. 

Students’ experiences, after being referred, were largely determined by the quality of the 

support students received from their ‘connector’. The quality of support was influenced 

by the connector’s ability to create a meaningful relationship with the young person 

they were helping. These meaningful relationships inspired the connectors to seek out 

supports that was the ‘right fit’ for the students that they were helping. 

When these relationships were not present, or were not consistent enough, young 

people slipped through the cracks and felt that they never received the support or 

service referrals they needed. When young people fall into cracks, they often access crisis 

services. Both the young people who did not complete high school and the young people 

who eventually completed high school accessed crisis services relating to housing and 

health care. We found that young people who completed high school received 

continuous support from individuals within these services, whereas young people who 

did not complete high school did not experience this level of support.  

Despite some positive outcomes, in all cases, young people told us that the most 

significant gap in their high school journey was a lack of advocacy support. Interviewees 

said that they needed someone who could help them to take the tangible steps needed 

to access a particular service. They expressed a need for a consistent and reliable 

advocate who made sure that services catered to individual circumstances and who 

could mediate conflict when they hit roadblocks with school policies.  

Taken together, the absence of meaningful relationships and advocacy supports 

prevented students from having positive experiences with the systems put in place to 

support them during high school. Young people often found themselves sliding out of 

the education system because there was no one to walk with them or fight with them 

when they found themselves sliding out of the education system. They highlighted a lack 

of support for their attempts at self-advocacy as the most negative influence on their 

high school experience, and the main contributor to being pushed out of school.  

Lack of Meaningful Relationships 
 
All of the young people we talked to felt that they needed intensive support during their 

time in high school and their likelihood of receiving it depended on having a relationship 
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with a connector. All interviewees had at least one discussion with a school staff about 

academic issues, personal crises, or disciplinary problems, but these conversations were 

typically the first and last step taken to support them. In most cases, nothing occurred 

after these discussions to ensure that the young person got the help they needed—direct 

service referrals and follow up were rare. The few interviewees who received referrals 

received those referrals when they had positive relationships with their connectors and 

when those connectors knew them well enough to suggest services that were tailored to 

their individual needs. 

However, for most of their high school experience, interviewees had negative or 

non-existent relationships with school staff. When young people had negative 

relationships with staff, they didn’t feel comfortable sharing their “pull” factors because 

they felt that the connector had failed them in the past. One interviewee, David , said 3

that he did not tell his guidance counsellor that he was struggling because he felt that 

she hadn’t done the minimum required of their relationship—solve problems like his 

incorrect course schedule.  

When the young person didn’t have a relationship with the connector they sought help 

from, the connector almost always failed to act to support that young person. In these 

cases, the connector didn’t know enough about the student’s problems to make 

suggestions that fit their situation.  

This was the case for Sandra . When she went to a guidance counsellor for help with 4

math, he told her to stick it out and offered her no resources. Based on conversations we 

had with other guidance counsellors, it is likely that the lack of relationship that this 

guidance counsellor had with Sandra was what led to him to give her advice that was 

incompatible with the reality she was facing. This response did nothing to solve Sandra’s 

immediate problem and ended up creating more barriers for Sandra to access the 

support that she needed.  Without trust and understanding between connectors and 

youth, pull factors are ultimately ignored and each negative interaction with staff 

continues to push young people out of the school.  

3  Name changed to respect the young person’s desire for anonymity.  
4 Sandra, as mentioned earlier, had been in and out of hospital for mental health reasons and was 
taking a full course load for the first time, in her Grade 12 year.  
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Lack of Advocacy 

Interviewees often had trouble connecting with the administrators of their schools. They 

spoke about past negative interactions, receiving unfair discipline, and feeling as if they 

didn’t speak the same language. In interviews with both students and school staff, 

interviewees said that bridges are needed to connect students and school staff and to 

connect students and school staff to the services they need to access. Most frequently, 

young people expressed a desire for consistent and supportive advocates who are 

present and active when a young person is reaching out to staff, administrators or 

services.  

 

When asked what he needed the most when he was struggling in school, David said 

“advocacy”. From when he was facing bullying in grade nine to when he began to skip 

classes in grade twelve, there was no one there to help him communicate his needs to 

the administrators at his school. His interactions with his vice principals and teachers 

constantly made him feel like he was being treated like “just another student”. Due to 

disability, a doctor David saw recommended that he be put on an Individualized 

Education Program (IEP), but this never happened. David tried to compensate for the 

absence of an IEP but his struggles continued to compound. David needed an advocate; 

someone non-judgemental who would listen, understand and translate his needs back to 

the school system . David believes that this support would have helped to make his 5

experience in school far more meaningful and successful.  

 

An advocacy model could begin to bridge the gap in communication so that students 

have a better chance at being understood when they reach out for help. 

What Fills the Gaps - Individualized Supports 
There are several types of experiences that young people said were important to their 

education and acted as “stay” factors. These experiences have positive impacts because 

5 We also heard from school staff who talked about newcomer students whose parents wanted to fill 
that advocate role for them, but because of language and cultural barriers weren’t able to. 
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they act as individualized supports that make youth feel as if the school recognizes their 

unique needs and abilities. The most meaningful “stay” factors the system offers are 

activities and supports that allow students to feel appreciated and recognized as 

individual people. They allow students to pursue their interests and to work at a pace 

conducive to their learning style. This is why experiences involving committed and 

consistent relationships, a sense of community belonging, alternative educational 

methods, and integrated supports help to keep young people engaged in their education. 

Committed and Consistent Relationships 
 
The need for committed and consistent relationships became obvious when comparing 

those who graduated and those who did not complete high school. Each group had 

similar problems in their lives, including mental health issues, family conflicts and 

abusive relationships. The major contrast between the two is that those who graduated 

had positive relationships at the time of completing school that made it easier for them 

to graduate (such as supportive principals and teachers) or had encouraged them to 

keep engaging with the system (such as counsellors and parental figures). The young 

people who left high school often had had supportive relationships at some point in their 

high school experience, but had lost touch with them . They didn’t have steady support in 6

the same way that those who graduated did .  7

 

In our interviews we noticed a significant difference between the positive relationships 

held by students who graduated and students who did not. The students who graduated 

had positive relationships with adults who took action while those who did not graduate 

had positive relationships, but the individuals did not take action. Those who took 

action didn’t just talk about offering resources . They offered tangible support to get the 8

young person from where they were to where they needed to be. They made sure that 

they felt safe and more confident. Examples of positive action are: providing a referral to 

a mental health counsellor or a doctor, creating opportunities to compete in sports 

6  Commonly this was because staff or students changed schools.  
7 The Youth Insights Analysis also talked about the importance of trusting and helpful relationships 
with teachers.  
8 In Sandra’s case she talked to multiple principals in different schools about receiving in-school 
counselling and did not receive it.  
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tournaments, and giving pep talks when contemplating leaving alternative education 

programs.  

 

Similar to the young people we talked to, school and non-profit staff also heavily 

emphasized the importance of trusting and committed relationships with students. One 

school staff spoke about a young person telling them about their personal lives. This staff 

person felt that this disclosure was an important sign of trust that indicated that they 

were on the way towards developing a meaningful relationship. When asked what they 

thought the young people in their program needed most, one community service staff 

said “caring adults, and lots of them” to support that young person in a variety of 

different ways. 

 

Another school staff spoke about how every kid needs a champion, someone who 

believes in them and has high expectations. This focus on high expectations and 

commitment was another consistent theme amongst the adults we talked to, who said it 

was important for them to push the young people they had relationships with to meet 

their full potential and fulfill the commitments they set out for themselves. This meant 

that it was important to them for the young  people they work with to be active and 

willing participants in building their own plans for support. For one former administrator 

we talked to, this also meant that it was important that his staff didn’t sit by when 

students were bullying or being abusive towards other student. This focus on being 

proactive and committed to students was a key component of his work philosophy and 

guided his practice.  

 

Without solid, reliable relationships with adults who committed to giving support, 

interviewees were not able to get out of the mudslide.  

 

Opportunities to Belong: Rethinking Leadership Activities 

When looking at the leadership activities that the interviewees were involved in, we 

noticed that the activities that were meaningful to the interviewees were meaningful 

because they allowed them to develop relationships and pursue their interests, rather 

than necessarily being about having an opportunity to be a leader. Some activities, such 
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as joining a photography club or getting involved in a creative writing community, weren’t 

defined as volunteering activities by the young people we talked to, nor did they involve 

any element of leading a team or mentoring others. However, the interviewees did define 

those experiences as giving them a sense of belonging and an outlet to pursue 

something they could become passionate about. Jessica was the lead in her school play, 

and became more interested in pursuing theatre in her school courses and 

post-secondary education after that experience. Being involved in drama also gave her a 

safe opportunity to develop friendships outside of her abusive relationship, as her 

partner saw drama class as a required school activity rather than a place where Jessica 

was meeting people outside of his network. For Lia, wrestling was the place where she 

met most of her friends in high school and it motivated her to come to class before the 

team was cancelled.  

These activities usually only acted as “stay” factors insofar as they were a mechanism to 

develop constant and meaningful relationships with staff and peers inside the 

school system. These activities gave interviewees an opportunity to feel like they 

belonged inside the school and encouraged them to keep coming each day. When 

successful, these community activities were a highly effective method to encourage 

young people to begin to open about the challenges that they were facing.  

 

Service That Are Integrated and Connected 

The desire for integrated services in high schools was expressed by several young people 

we talked to. They said there was often no real connection or linkage between the 

services they accessed and their school life. Several interviewees spoke wistfully about 

services they accessed outside school. They wished that these services could have been 

available within the school walls. The believed that bringing these services inside the 

school would have made their high school careers more successful. Omar, an 

interviewee who frequently participated in activities at a newcomer integration centre 

outside of school called Cross Cultural Learning Centre (CCLC), said, “I wished something 

like CCLC existed at my high school.” Omar was having trouble integrating into the 

Canadian high school system and who was often a victim of cultural insensitivity at 
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school. He said that he really needed a service similar to the CCLC in  school. Jason, 

another interviewee, who had a Youth Outreach Worker at the London InterCommunity 

Health Centre said, “I wish my teachers were more like my youth worker.” The Youth 

Outreach Worker was always there for Jason outside  of school when he needed to talk 

about things or needed support. Sandra also talked about wanting in-school counselling 

services because she wanted someone she could go talk to during school hours. 

Although she had mental health counselling outside the school, in-school support would 

have increased her chances of success. These students believe that Integrating services 

like CCLC, counselling, or youth workers into the school system would have made helped 

them to remain in school.  

This kind of service integration is practiced by several active interventions that we 

explored during our interviews.We noted that one of the main characteristics of these 

interventions is that they practice physical and conceptual service integration. A 

Pathways to Education staff member spoke about the importance of co-locating their 

services inside Carizon Family and Community Services, which also offers counselling 

services. Because of this partnership, Pathways is a convenient and accessible place for 

young people to be connected to other services and supports beyond what Pathways 

offers. Pathways Kitchener is also highly connected to the school board in the region. 

This allows the program access to attendance records, settlement workers, guidance 

offices and opportunities to teach in student success rooms. These partnerships with 

non-profits and schools help Pathways to gather information that helps them to support 

their students and to refer youth to services best equipped to help them navigate 

different issues in their lives.  

We explored another example of service integration with a former London school 

administrator who spoke of the multidisciplinary team approach they use to support 

elementary students. These teams are called Identification, Placement and Review 

Committees  (IPRCs). They are composed of psychologists, speech pathologists, teachers, 9

principals, and parents who work together to support a young person receiving a 

diagnosis for learning difficulties. This model is also used by another Ontario school 

board where one of the former school staff we talked to was based. Both he and the 

9 Unlike IEPs, IPRCs are legally binding documents that the school board is required to create and 
follow  up on annually. Several of the school staff we talked to emphasized the importance of having 
an IPRC in getting access to high school support and resources.  
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school administrator emphasized the importance of the team model in ensuring that the 

schools understand the different issues present in a young person’s life and use different 

skillsets to provide tailored supports.  

Although many of the conversations we had with young people and staff were about how 

crisis and outreach services should integrate with the schools, a few people we heard 

from also talked about experiential learning opportunities for youth. In the “Youth 

Insights” analysis, young people spoke about wanting schools and community services to 

work together to provide more opportunities for young people. We spoke with a 

coordinator from a program that brings high school students into artistic venues around 

London. She felt that introducing students to local galleries, museums, theatres and 

dance studios not only bolstered their confidence to pursue art but also increased the 

number of young people accessing those community spaces regularly. This shows that 

school boards working together with community organizations can provide students with 

positive experiences, and that meaningful youth involvement in community activities and 

spaces can be as beneficial to those spaces as it is to the youth.  

 

Self Paced Education That Removes Pressure  
One of the most consistent themes across all interviews, as well as the “Youth Insights” 

analysis, was that students who struggled to complete high school associated school with 

stress. Sandra said that she felt like she would get behind in high school if she missed a 

class and many students talked about the quick pace of high school as being stress 

inducing and overwhelming.  

 

Interviewees frequently articulated this association with high school in contrast to their 

experiences with alternative education. Sandra told us about her daily routine in her 

alternative education classroom. She would gather with the other alternative education 

students in the library while they did work on their own until they needed help from a 

teacher who was close by. She wasn’t stressed about missing class or not understanding 

material because she could work on it at her own pace. Lia said that alternative 

education was a relief from her previous high school experiences because she could do 

work in an environment where there were fewer people, and because she could work 

through material at a speed that was comfortable to her. Lia actually raced through her 
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booklets and was able to work rather quickly, whereas when she was in high school she 

had difficulty coming to class at all.  

 

This is not to say that interviewees had no complaints about alternative education. But it 

is to say that alternative education often allowed students to determine the pace of their 

learning, thus removing some of the pressure they felt in mainstream classrooms. This 

desire for flexible, personalized education was also articulated in the “Youth Insights” 

conversations, when young people requested support for people who learn at different 

paces and in different ways.  

 
Analysis of the Theory of Change  
 
We took the knowledge we’d gained from interviews and journey maps and applied it to 

the Theory of Change to see how the theory could be solidified, enhanced and modified 

to best support young people who struggle to complete high school. We looked at every 

layer of the Theory of Change: the impact statement, beneficiaries, foundational 

elements, change levers, activities, outcomes and approaches in order to fully 

understand how young people and school and non-profit staff experience relate to it.  

 

 

Impact Statement 

The impact statement in the current Theory of Change is “by 2020, there will be a 5% 

increase in the number of youth that graduate from high school in 5 years”. The people 

we interviewed spoke about graduation not being indicative of student success.  

As outlined in our section “Success Is More Than Graduating” (see page 11) 

● Graduating and success are not synonymous. Both young people who 

left high school and young people who eventually completed it did not 

identify as being happy or successful in their current lives.  

● For young people who struggle in high school, graduating often takes 

longer than five years. Two of the three young people we talked to who 
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did graduate took longer than five years to graduate. They eventually 

graduated largely due to support from alternative and private education.  

● Student retention is important to school administrators. School 

administrators discussed the importance of student retention in their work 

and how keeping students at school is a primary concern for principals and 

school boards. They identified this as being a separate concern from 

graduation.  

● Graduation is not the main way school and non-profit staff evaluate 

their own success with students. Instead, they focus on supporting the 

young people they taught to become whole people. Staff said that 

graduation may be a part of the journey for a young person to acquire 

these skills, but it is not the primary outcome they considered in their 

approach to their work.  

 
Beneficiaries 
 
There are three beneficiaries in the current Theory of Change: young people in high 

school, young people seeking leadership opportunities, and service providers. The 

people we interviewed demonstrated to us that young people in high school also want 

community opportunities. They also emphasized the importance of involving the school 

boards in the development of solutions.  

 
As discussed in “Opportunities to Belong: Rethinking Leadership Activities,” (see page 17) 
  
 

● Young people who struggle in high school want opportunities to 

belong and make connections. The young people we talked to spoke 

about how being a part of in-school extracurriculars increased their desire 

to stay involved in school because they helped them build relationships 

with peers and school staff.  

 

As outlined in the introductions of “The Gaps in Supports from Schools and Services,” 

(see page 12) and “The Mudslide: Persistent Pull and Push Factors” (see page 7) 
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● Schools deeply inform the experiences of young people who struggle to 
complete high school. When young people sought help, the first person 

they typically talked to was someone inside the school system. Their 

decision to leave high school was partially due to factors present within the 

school system that “pushed” them out.  

 

As outlined in  “Services That Are Integrated and Connected,”  (see page 18):  

 

● Young people want schools and service providers to connect better 
together. The young people we talked to often mentioned a desire to have 

the service providers they accessed working closer together with the 

schools. They wanted more social services to exist inside or close to the 

schools themselves.  

● Good things happen for young people who struggle in high school 

when schools and service providers are integrated. The successful 

models of advocacy and support outlined by school and non-profit staff 

involved system level integration between school staff and people with 

expertise in social services.  

 

As outlined in “Prioritizing Survival,” (see page 9): 

 

● Schools need more support from the outside community to provide 
comprehensive support to young people who are struggling. School 

staff we talked to frequently mentioned that there are limitations on their 

capacity to fully support young people who are struggling with challenges 

unrelated to academics. One administrator we talked to specifically said 

that service providers could work with the schools to better support young 

people who drop out.  

 
Foundational Elements 
 

There are three foundational elements in the current Theory of Change: awareness, 

access and connection. We’ve interpreted this as meaning that the current gap that is 
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preventing young people from graduating is a lack of awareness, access and connection 

to services.  

 
Awareness & Access 

 
The people we interviewed demonstrated to us that young people in London are 

aware of and are accessing crisis services and staff inside their own schools. 

However, supports like IEPs and IPRCs are difficult for them to navigate, and they 

are not accessing community services at the frequency they want to because they 

are not integrated with the schools. School staff and peers’ lack of awareness of 

marginalized experiences also have major effects on young people’s decision to 

leave high school.  

 
As outlined in the introduction of “The Gaps in Supports from Schools and 

Services” (see page 12):  
 

● Young people who struggle in high school are aware of what crisis 

services exist, and they access them. Both young people who left high 

school and who eventually completed it knew about and accessed crisis 

and emergency services such as mental health hospitals, group housing, 

and health care. 

● Young people who struggle in high school are aware of who they can 

talk to inside the school system for help, and they access them. Every 

young person we talked to had awareness of staff in the school who they 

could reach out to, and every young person we talked to did have a 

conversation about the issues most affecting their experience in high 

school with a school staff at some point in their journey.  

 

As outlined in “Services That Are Integrated and Connected”  (see page 18): 

 

● Young people often have difficulty accessing community services as 

often as they want because they aren’t accessible inside the school. 

The young people we talked to did access crisis services, but they wanted to 
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access them more frequently than they were able to because they didn’t 

exist inside the school.  

 

As outlined in “Lack of Advocacy” (see page 14):  
 
 

● Young people often have difficulty accessing IEPs and IPRCs because they 
aren’t accessible or understandable. Confusing policies and tensions 

with adults make accessing supports like IEPs and IPRCs difficult for young 

people to obtain on their own. Young people struggle to navigate complex 

processes and to explain their experiences in language that allows 

administrators to use their authority to support the young person. 

 

As outlined in “The Mudslide: Persistent Push and Pull Factors” (see page 7) and 

Omar’s story in “Services That Are Integrated and Connected” (see page 18):  

 

● Young people have negative experiences in high school because of other 
people’s lack of awareness of and sensitivity to their experiences. All 

the young people we talked to mentioned at least one time where either 

their peers or staff seemed unaware of the realities they were facing with 

grief, cultural integration, racism, mental health issues, and trauma. These 

insensitive interactions acted as a push factor and increased their desire to 

not want to go to school.  

 
Connection 
 

The people we interviewed consistently talked about the importance of 

meaningful relationships: relationships between young people and adults, 

relationships between community services and schools, and relationships 

between young people and advocates.  

 
As emphasized in “Lack of Meaningful Relationship” (page 14) and “Committed and 

Consistent Relationships” (see page 16): 

 



  29 
 

● Both young people, as well as school and non-profit staff believe that 
relationships are vital to the success of young people. Over and over 

again, we heard that positive relationships are key to supporting young 

people to survive, reach their goals, and become their best selves.  

● Consistency in relationship is key to ensuring young people achieve 
success. A major difference between young people who didn’t complete 

high school and ones who eventually did was that the latter group had 

consistent support that helped them to access resources, feel reassured, 

and adapt to new challenges.  

● Young people don’t receive support without commitment from adults. 

All of the young people we talked to entered the early stages of receiving 

support (such as talking to their principal about getting counselling support 

or getting a recommendation from a doctor to acquire an IEP), but the only 

ones who received those supports did so because of commitment from 

adults who cared about them personally. These adults made sure they 

received access to those resources by giving them a referral to a specific 

service and by continuing to support them throughout the process of 

accessing it.  

● Commitment means having high expectations and taking action. 

When we talked to school and non-profit staff, they spoke about the 

importance of commitment by highlighting how vital it was to have high 

expectations for the young people they worked with, and how they refused 

to sit by when a young person did something harmful to themselves or 

someone else. 

● Lack of relationship between young people and adult connectors makes it 
difficult to access services. When young people were referred to services, 

it was because they had strong relationships with the adult connectors who 

they went to for help.   When they didn’t have good relationships, the effort 

to help fizzled out and nothing happened beyond the initial conversation.  

 

As outlined in the introduction of “The Gaps in Supports from Schools and 

Services” (see page 12) and  “Lack of Advocacy” (see page 14): 
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● Young people need someone to advocate with and for them to help them 
better connect with people in power. The most commonly reiterated 

need young people had was for someone to advocate with them and help 

them explain to school staff the realities they were facing in their personal 

lives. They wanted someone who could work with the school to determine 

how to adapt their education and broader support system based on those 

realities (such as help them access alternative education or get them on an 

IEP).  

 

As outlined in “Services That Are Integrated and Connected”  (see page 18): 

 

● Lack of relationship between service providers and schools makes it 
difficult to access services. Because schools and service providers are not 

well connected to one another, the young people we talked to weren’t able 

to access the services they already used as often as they wanted to, and 

also had fewer opportunities to pursue extracurriculars.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
Change Levers 
 

There are two change levers in the current Theory of Change: an app and web platform, 

and a youth connectors program.  

 

Interactive Application & Web Platform 
 

The people we interviewed rarely mentioned technology - when they did, it was as 

a way for them to maintain relationships. 
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● Technology as a tool for intervention was never mentioned by young 
people in interviews, and mentioned by school staff and service providers 
once. When it was addressed, it was by a non-profit staff person who 

talked about how being friends with their students on Facebook was a way 

that this organization’s staff kept tabs on what was happening in students’ 

lives. The information gained helped them to figure out what to check in 

with students about.  

● One interviewee talked about the importance of technology in staying 
connected to his peers. David talked about how vital it was to have his 

phone available to him so that he could keep tabs on friends who were in 

crisis and to make sure that he could get support from them when he was 

having mental health difficulties. He mentioned that his parents frequently 

revoked his access to his phone despite David paying for it himself. When 

they did so, his one lifeline to his support system was cut off.  

 
Youth Connectors 

 

The people we interviewed most frequently emphasized the importance of having 

an advocate, and they also talked about the importance of caring adults in acting 

as connectors for young people. 

 
As outlined in  “Lack of Advocacy” (see page 14): 

 
● Young people want an advocate. The most consistent thing young people 

expressed was a need for an advocate who could refer them to services, sit 

in school meetings about and/or with the young person, and co-design 

solutions with young people to help them meet their needs for survival and 

to achieve their goals. Advocacy was rarely present in their experiences in 

high school and it was the thing they most wanted. 

 

As outlined in the introduction of “The Gaps in Supports from Schools and 

Services” (see page 12) and “Services That Are Integrated and Connected” (see 

page 18): 
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● Caring adults are important systems connectors. It was typically adults 

inside the school system - such as guidance counsellors, principals and 

teachers - who provided students with service referrals. These staff, as well 

as staff in non-profits, helped provide young people consistent support to 

continue to access these services. Successful program models also included 

teams of caring adults who wrapped around young people and were able 

to provide them a variety of different kinds of referrals and services.  

 

Activities 
 
Education Activities 

 

There are three education activities currently present in the Theory of Change: 

awareness of career paths, academic resources and support, and provision of 

resources. The young people we interviewed talked about wanting more 

individualized educational supports. They also noted that their survival needs 

were their main priority during their high school journey and that they could only 

focus on educational activities when those survival needs were met.  

 
As outlined in “Self-Paced Education That Removes Pressure”  (see page 20)  and 

the introduction of “What Successfully Fills Them: Individualized Supports” (see 

page 15):  

 
 

● Young people want existing educational supports to be personalized to 
their needs. Young people we talked to, as well as the young people 

consulted in “Youth Insights” talked about the stress of school and wanting 

to have learning opportunities that were better tailored to how they 

learned. Young people who accessed alternative education emphasized 

how useful it was when it was self-paced, thereby relieving stress and 

letting them work as fast or slow as they wanted to complete their credits.  
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As outlined in “Prioritizing Survival,” (see page 9): 

 

● Educational activities weren’t a main topic of discussion with young 
people. There was much more emphasis placed on the pull factors that 

made it difficult to stay interested in school, including mental health issues, 

trauma, conflicts with family, and integrating into Canada. Young people 

also discussed push factors that created an increase in stress and resulted 

in a lack of support in school. Academics were referenced in terms of how 

they increased already existing feelings of being overwhelmed, not as the 

main issue that young people experienced.  

 
Leadership Activities 

 

There are three leadership activities currently present in the Theory of Change: 

volunteer opportunities, leadership skill development, and community 

involvement. Young people didn’t define the volunteering opportunities and 

in-school extracurriculars they accessed as important to them because of 

leadership. They were important because they motivated to them to stay in school 

by giving them a venue to create relationships.  

 
As outlined in “Nothing Is Keeping Me Here: Stay Factors” (see page 10) and 

“Opportunities to Belong: Rethinking Leadership Activities” (see page 17): 

 

● Extracurriculars can be be extremely useful ways to keep young people 
engaged in school. Several young people we talked to mentioned that 

in-school extracurriculars made them interested in school in a way that 

they weren’t before being involved in the activity. Young people who 

wanted to engage in extracurriculars but weren’t able to—typically because 

activities were discontinued or the young person did not qualify for sports 

leagues—became unmotivated to participate in school as a result.  

● Extracurriculars and volunteering opportunities are useful to young people 
who struggle insofar as they help them build relationships. The young 
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people who talked to us cared about basketball, wrestling, photography, 

creative writing and drama because it gave them a chance to build 

relationships with people inside the school system and gave them 

motivation to keep coming to class. They did not always see it as an 

opportunity for them to lead. This means that often leadership 

opportunities aren’t about leadership, they are about the relationships 

that they help create.  

 

As outlined in “Services That Are Integrated and Connected”  (see page 18) and the 

“Youth Insights” report: 

 

● Everyone benefits when schools and community services collaborate to 
provide extracurriculars. The young people in the “Youth Insights” 

conversations talked about having more partnerships between schools and 

service providers to create more leadership opportunities and 

extracurriculars. When we spoke to a non-profit staff member who 

provides young people with experiential learning opportunities, she spoke 

about how doing so benefits both youth and the community at large.  

 
Outcomes 
 

Education Outcomes 
There are four education outcomes currently outlined in the Theory of Change:  

● Young people experience successful education transitions 
● Young people graduate high school with their cohort 

● Young people access meaningful learning, training and skill development 

opportunities 

● Young people have educational experiences that promote skill 

development and lifelong learning 

The young people we interviewed confirmed the importance of education 

transitions, and the staff we interviewed emphasized the importance of skill 

development and developing a love of lifelong learning.  
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As outlined in “Success Is More Than Graduating” (see page 11): 

 

● Young people need more support in transitioning from high school to what 
comes next. The young people we talked to who completed high school 

didn’t feel like they had successfully transitioned, and were still having 

difficulty managing their health, finding employment and pursuing 

post-secondary education. 

● Helping young people develop skills and an interest in learning is important 
to supporting them. The staff we talked to emphasized the importance of 

skill development and instilling a love of learning in young people.  

 
Leadership Outcomes 

 

There are four leadership outcomes currently outlined in the Theory of Change:  

● Young people have leadership skills that provide them with capacity to be 

engaged productive members of their communities 

● Young people are involved in their community and participate in creating 

solutions 

● Young people are resilient and resourceful in finding their own solutions 

● Young people experience meaning in leadership opportunities 

The young people we interviewed confirmed the importance of youth having a 

voice in decision making processes that affect them. This included decisions about 

curriculum development and access to resources like counselling and IPRCs.  

 

As outlined in “Lack of Advocacy” (see page 14),  “Self-Paced Education That 

Removes Pressure” (see page 20) and the “Youth Insights” Report: 

 

● Young people want to have a stronger voice in the processes and solutions 
that affect them. The desire for advocacy that young people expressed 

was largely about feeling school staff and administrators didn’t fully 

understand them, and that classrooms were not designed to allow them to 
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learn the way they want. They wanted adults to listen to them better, and 

they felt they needed support, someone in the room advocating with them, 

to do that.  

Approaches 
 

There are three approaches outlined in the current Theory of Change: the CYN youth 

framework, community development, and collective impact. The people we interviewed 

confirmed the importance of a collective impact approach, and the school and non-profit 

staff we talked to highlighted approaches of commitment and meaningful relationship. 

These approaches drive their work, and they are currently not present within the Theory 

of Change.  

 
As outlined in “Services That Are Integrated and Connected” (see page 18):  

● Collective impact is vital to creating the results young people want. 

The young people we talked to and the young people consulted in the 

“Youth Insights” analysis wanted to see more collaboration between 

schools and community services. The two programs we heard about from 

staff involved a variety of different services and skillsets and ultimately 

centred on young people. These were successful largely because of the way 

they rallied different interests, expertises and services around one central 

purpose.  

 

As outlined in “Success Is More than Graduating” (see page 11) and “Committed 

and Consistent Relationships” (see page 16):  

 

● School staff and service providers use effective approaches in their work 
that are currently not present within the Theory of Change. We heard 

school staff talk frequently about the importance of developing young 

people as whole people, their commitment to having high expectations for 

young people, and being a consistent and meaningful presence in their 

lives. These approaches came up so consistently in our conversations that 

we feel that it is important to note how vital they were to effectively 
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supporting young people and how they were embedded in the way these 

adults viewed each aspect of their work with youth. 


