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I wouldn’t Have Had a Clue  
How to Start 
Reflections on empowerment and social  
engagement by former youth journalists

Naomi Lightman & Michael Hoechsmann

This article reports on the findings of a focus group with former youth journalists who had 
been associated with Young People’s Press (YPP), a small, grassroots, youth-serving non-
profit organization, which was operational in Canada from 1995-2005. As a former youth 
journalist and an educator/editor at YPP, we aimed to test the claims made by YPP a decade 
before that - alongside the primary mission of giving youth, 14-24 years old, a “voice” on 
major public issues of the day – it would empower young people as citizens and develop 
their capacity to participate in media publications in their adult lives. Our conversation was 
structured around an exploration of the themes of empowerment, capacity building and 
citizenship engagement, with a focus on what sort of effects and impact (if any) an early 
involvement in youth journalism had on the participants’ subsequent life pathways.  
The conclusions, as reported here, are quite frankly highly encouraging for the prospects  
of youth journalism projects.
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Introduction 

Empowerment, capacity building, citizenship engagement. On the one hand, 
these are buzzwords used by many in the non-profit sector who are involved  
in youth-serving media production projects when applying for funding or  
demonstrating accountability to a board of directors or a community at large. 
On the other hand, these are also the real, desired pedagogical and practical 
outcomes of facilitators and instructors engaged in grassroots youth develop-
ment work in media and communications. Working in these contexts often 
involves some measure of optimism and hope that there will be an eventual 
long term impact beyond the short term good news generated by youth invol-
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vement in media production, and that the youth involved today will become 
tomorrow’s empowered, capable, and engaged citizenry. 

The two co-authors of this article were participants of Young People’s Press 
(YPP), a now defunct Canadian news agency for youth, between the ages of 14-
24 years, which existed between 1995-2005. Naomi was a youth journalist, and 
Michael an adult educator and editor. Having decided that it was worthwhile 
to revisit the question of the long term impact of the YPP experience, now 
almost a decade later, we invited a small group of former participants to spend 
an afternoon together to discuss how the experience of being youth journalists 
shaped later events in their lives. The article recounts some of what that con-
versation revealed, and it provides some insight in to the potential longer term 
take-aways that youth carry forward from youth media experiences. 

Young People’s Press was a small, grassroots, youth-serving non-profit orga-
nization, started in 1995 by the Canadian Centre for Social Justice and inspired 
by Children’s Express, an American and UK-based news agency that involved 
children and teenagers in the production of news content. During its tenure, 
YPP published copy written by youth in several major Canadian newspapers  
– including regular columns and features in the Halifax Chronicle Herald and  
The Toronto Star – and through newswire services such as Scripps Howard in 
the U.S. and CanWest in Canada (Tam, 2002). 

The mandate of YPP was to give youth a voice and to empower young 
people through capacity building and publication in mainstream newspapers. 
In practice, this meant that the organization was necessarily structured as a 
nontraditional newswire service, one that would recruit “journalists” based on 
their access to a “story” and then instruct and guide the youth on how to write 
within a news genre. Many of the writers whose stories were disseminated by 
YPP were one-timers who attended a workshop or responded to a call for pu-
blication. Others, including the individuals we assembled for this focus group, 
took the opportunity to write several articles over a longer period of time. 
While an underlying goal of the organization was to contribute to the develop-
ment of forms of participatory democracy for youth who otherwise might not 
have been able to find their “voice,” at the time it was unclear if the underlying 
inequalities between the mostly white and male, adult editors and the young 
writers were substantially upended. Given the collaborative nature of work-
place writing, YPP editors would sometimes substantially rewrite youth articles 
before publication, and, even if this were intended as a pedagogic intervention, 
the follow-through teachable moment was not always forthcoming.

The educational component of the organization included the creation of 
teaching materials, particularly the YPP Writer’s Guide; the provision of 
writing workshops for young people, and just-in-time instruction and editing 
with youth in the process of researching or drafting a story (Hoechsmann, 
2008).1 Despite some reliance on “middle class kids with modems” to provide 
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regular copy for the weekly columns and features, the majority of the outreach 
and education efforts of YPP were targeted to socially, culturally and economi-
cally marginalized youth. These efforts brought YPP editors and educators to 
mainstream high schools, youth organizations and community centers during 
their recruitment and outreach, but also to insurgent spaces where they would 
work with inner city homeless youth, queer youth collectives, First Nations 
youth in urban and reserve contexts, Black youth in an Afrocentric summer 
camp in Toronto’s suburbs, and incarcerated youth in a detention centre. 

On September 14, 2013, five former YPP journalists and one former editor 
spent three hours in focused discussion, reflecting on our experiences with 
YPP and how and if they had shaped our subsequent life pathways. We met at 
the Centre for Social Innovation, a meeting space and café in Toronto’s trendy  
Annex neighbourhood, with the intention of testing the hypothesis that sustai-
ned participation in a project like YPP, which promises capacity building and 
empowerment, leads to future citizenship engagement.

The selection process for choosing the participants in our reflection was 
based on a convenience sample of former YPPers who had published at least 
three pieces in The Toronto Star and who still lived in or near Toronto. Our 
email query yielded a 33% response rate. Initially, we noted the likelihood 
that those who found the time and had the interest to take up our invitation 
may have had more cultural or social capital than those who did not; the 
four who came certainly were involved in interesting and successful lives. 
However, as the topic for reflection was situated firmly in the past, we were 
less concerned about barriers to participation or potential repercussions for 
respondents. We settled on using a focus group format for the gathering, 
reasoning that this would facilitate comparisons between participants and 
group reflection and enrich the overall data collected, as compared to doing 
individual interviews (Kvale, 1996).

The participants of our revisiting were Naomi (the co-author of this article 
and a doctoral student at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education/ 
University of Toronto [OISE/UT]), Shellene (a journalism graduate who is a 
Communications Specialist in the corporate sector and has occasionally main-
tained a blog), Kathy (an MFA graduate with a day job as an admin assistant 
and a thriving vocation as a creative writer), Shaun (a school trustee with the 
Toronto District School Board and a doctoral student at OISE/UT), Kirk (a 
journalism graduate, and a B.Ed. and M.Ed. graduate who presently works as 
a high school history teacher) and Michael (co-author of this article, OISE/UT 
Ph.D., university professor and occasional op-ed writer). 

We structured our conversation around an exploration of the themes of 
empowerment, in terms of YPP’s ability to support and enable youth to have 
a “voice” in the debates of the day, capacity-building, focusing on how and if 
YPP had helped develop tangible journalism and advocacy skills for its youth 
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writers, and citizen engagement, in terms of exploring the potential impact of 
YPP on the participants’ future motivation to participate in the public sphere 
(Hoechsmann & Lightman, in press). 

Empowerment

Perhaps it is not surprising that a group of former youth journalists would 
express strong opinions about the importance of creating meaningful spaces 
for youth voice as vehicles of empowerment and motivation for young people 
to share their unique perspectives about the world around them. Generally, our 
research participants agreed that working with YPP gave them a first taste of 
the thrill of seeing their name in print and allowed them to access audiences 
outside of their immediate community. One participant, Kathy put it this way:

There is something legitimizing about an institution like The Toronto Star 
saying your voice matters and it is an important type of leadership. There 
is something about that. And I still get the same high that I got back then 
every time I publish a piece (Kathy, personal communication, September 
14, 2013).

Similarly, Naomi recalled that having an article published in a national newspa-
per was something that changed how she thought about learning and expres-
sing her opinions:

I always liked writing. For me, I do think of YPP as a real turning point 
because school wasn’t particularly fascinating. I found myself in this place 
of informal education with people that were motivated to help me.  
I remember for the first time getting one of my opinion pieces published…
It was this amazing and legitimizing experience of being in a national 
newspaper. I think this is very different than writing a blog post that your 
friends see because The Star has this huge, huge audience.

A second participant, Shaun, emphasized that the framing by young journalists 
of what is news provides an original take on how and what issues should be 
covered in the media: “There was an authenticity that came from the Young 
People’s Press… it was young people who are caring about these issues and 
writing about these issues themselves.”

Another participant, Kirk argued that youth media projects can break down 
some of the boundaries between adults and young people. He said that young 
people are eager to be part of the decision-making within society, but are often 
excluded. 
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There is hierarchy in our society that says if you are an adult you have 
more say, more voice, more force in society to be listened to. I think a lot 
of us [youth journalists]had a yearning to be heard, to be seen and to be 
listened to seriously about the concerns that we had. They weren’t just 
concerns that were fluffy, pie in the sky notion of Disney world, or that we 
wanted to change society over night…We wanted to actually sit down at 
the table where decisions are being made that affected our lives. Whether 
it is about equity or gay/straight alliances in school, whether it is the af-
fordability of education in post-secondary institutions or about the futures 
of our jobs/careers, or about the global impact of our environmental 
footprint.

Racialized boundaries too were regularly transcended by YPP writers. Shellene 
was emphatic about the importance of including writers of colour in news-
rooms. She pointed out that there is a common misconception embedded into 
journalistic practice, that interviewing youth, or members of racialized com-
munities, functions as inclusion: 

A lot of people who are not youth believe that they can write from the 
youth perspective, just as a lot of people from outside of racialized commu-
nities feel they can write from that perspective. But this is ultimately not 
inclusive. They [outsiders] think that talking to someone [from a different 
community] is sufficient. But having people who are from these different 
communities actually participating in creating the content that goes in the 
newspaper is so different. It is so much more engaging to have a young 
black man write about the issues a young black man faces, rather than 
someone else asking this young black man what the issues are and writing 
it from their own perspective.

By facilitating youth from myriad backgrounds and with diverse worldviews 
to have a forum to express their voices to the mainstream population, YPP 
legitimized a voice that has been traditionally shut out of many public forums 
(Miller & Caron, 2004). For these efforts, YPP received recognition from the 
Canadian Race Relations Foundation in the form of an Award of Excellence  
in 2001 (Tam, 2002).

Capacity building

While YPP was not set up to provide formalized vocational training in journa-
lism, it was premised on a pedagogical model where every intervention along 
the editorial process was also a ‘teachable moment’, based on one-on-one dialo-
gues between editors and writers, aiming to develop youths’ writing skills, con-
fidence and media literacy. All outreach for potential participants was provided 
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in the form of writing workshops. Some potential writers came to YPP because 
they were already dreaming of becoming a journalist or author. Many budding 
journalists were highly motivated to get involved with YPP to develop admis-
sions portfolios for post-secondary journalism programs. Other YPP writers 
such as Shaun, came to YPP as youth activists who were primarily motivated to 
spread the reach of their ideas through mainstream publication.As Shaun says, 
he would not have been able to write journalistically without  
the mentorship of YPP editors:

I wouldn’t have had a clue how to start. They just guided me along, like 
‘maybe that opening paragraph needs some work’ and I would not have 
understood that otherwise. Knowing I had to get x, y, z in the 600 word 
limit, I think those are the tips that helped me become a better writer… 
with YPP I knew who I could talk to get that guidance and mentorship.

The principal journalistic genre taught at YPP was first-person opinion-
editorial writing, a style of expression that seemed to correspond well to the 
highly opinionated manner in which young people articulate their beliefs and 
worldviews. These pieces were typically published in a weekly Youthbeat co-
lumn in The Toronto Star and also in a series of e-zines published by the organi-
zation. Looking back on some of these articles, the focus group participants 
assembled emphasized that it is important to enable youth voice on the central 
issues of the day, but that this does not emerge from within a vacuum. The 
former youth journalists recalled the unique nature of the YPP writing process 
and working with editors who were focused specifically on articulating youth 
content while providing skills, guidance and friendship along the way.

Shellene came to YPP when she had already finished formal training in jour-
nalism. She used YPP as a place to build her portfolio, hone her skills, and gain 
professional experience in editing and working in a newsroom environment. 
Shellene described YPP as an important stepping-stone on her career path: 

I went to YPP after moving to Toronto from Montreal and working some 
really crazy jobs. I had a degree in journalism but no success getting into 
the journalism field. I entered a contest YPP was having in The Toronto 
Star and I decided why not and I sent in my submission. I got a call from 
themsaying ‘Hey why don’t you come in?’ I came in and that is how we 
started working together and then they hired me on as an associate editor.

While Kirk acknowledged the importance of the mentorship and guidance he 
was provided with at YPP, he said that the main benefit was that it was a place 
that allowed him to write about stories that he felt passionately about, to reach 
a wide audience, and also to do that while developing an editorial position that 
aligned with his views:
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For me, it was about having the tools to express myself in a way that I 
knew conventional media wasn’t always comfortable with and wasn’t 
ready to hear. I felt that YPP provided a space for me to nurture that… to 
tell raw stories that reflected voices that were being either silenced or were 
not being heard… And one time this 81 year old war veteran wrote back 
and said “Kirk, your piece was amazing”… So, it was very empowering to 
learn that my voice was reaching others beyond my age range.

Capacity building at YPP thus involved not only the support and mentorship to 
develop journalistic writing abilities but also the space and leeway to develop 
modes of expression and youth “voice” that accorded with the beliefs, lifestyles 
and worldviews of the participants. 

Citizenship engagement

In regards to the influence that the YPP experience had on the life pathways  
of former youth journalists, it was clear that writing remains part of the connec-
tive tissue of all the focus group participants’ lives. Yet, interestingly enough, 
none of this group ended up working in formal journalism. For Shellene, Kirk 
and Naomi, who spent time as interns and employees in professional news-
rooms, YPP may have “spoiled” them to the realities of “real” news work in 
highly competitive environments, with precarious working conditions and little 
agency to determine the subject matter of one’s stories. While Kirk and Naomi 
continue to publish occasional articles in the alternative press, Shellene has had 
two blogs running at different times – one on current affairs and the other on 
Black hair. Shellene made the decision to leave journalism after experiencing the 
siren-chasing realities of newsgathering at a major newspaper and deciding that 
she needed more stability in her life. Yet, despite leaving journalism, Shellene 
has kept up blogging to satisfy her need for self-expression:

I asked myself, ‘Do I fight this fight and force my way in to have a [journal-
ism] contract and not know what life is going to look like six months down 
the road? Or, do I find something where I can still write and enjoy writing, 
but yet have a more stable environment for myself?’ That was the decision  
I had to make. And I decided to come out of journalism. I miss writing, that 
kind of writing, and interacting with interesting people and writing cool  
stories. But what I saw from when I spent that year [as a professional 
Intern] that is probably not what I would be doing anyhow. So I might as 
well leave that, get a stable job, and start blogging. And that is what I did…. 
Writing will always be something I come back to, because there is always 
something to say with my blogs to people who read them, or know, or care. 
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In Naomi’s experience working as an Intern at an alternative weekly newspaper, 
she saw the growing trend towards lifestyle journalism, “a focus on film, art, 
food, and not on news,” coupled with a stressful, highly controlled environme-
nt. Presently in graduate school, she echoed Shellene’s sentiment that writing 
would always be something she uses to convey her worldviews. 

What I do think YPP left me with…. is a knowledge that writing was going 
to be a part of my life. That I knew I had this skill and whatever I ended 
up doing I was going to have writing be some part of that. And I would 
work to make writing a part of that. So, that’s powerful. To have a passion 
outside of where you choose to take your career professionally.

Kathy, who is a fiction writer and part-time administrator, state that she “was 
never somebody with a grand master plan.” Her identity is highly invested in 
creative writing and while she has not followed through with journalistic writ-
ing, she has begun to run writing workshops and peer mentorships for aspiring 
writers. 

Shaun was the participant who appeared to have wandered furthest from the 
YPP writer’s experience, but he states that he never really saw himself becoming 
a professional writer. He wrote as a means to express himself about the social 
justice issues he was passionate about, and YPP was a critical vehicle in providing 
the skillset and confidence to write about those issues. Currently, he is a doctoral 
student in education and a trustee for the Toronto District School Board. He sees 
his current work as a Trustee as a continuation of the work of developing formal 
argumentation, as he was doing in the writing he did during his time with YPP. 

I am doing the same thing now, but I am doing it in a different venue.  
I may not be necessarily writing, but I am speaking out on things.  
That ties back to the confidence that I got from writing through YPP,  
and understanding that I could make change and reach out to other 
people. This is the same concept applied in a different way in my work  
with the school board, as a trustee, the idea that the things you say  
are important. Be it whether you are writing it down on an article,  
or in a boardroom, or through the media.

Shaun’s experience is all about citizenship engagement. As a young man who 
was able to seek office and get elected to a public School Board, a potential 
springboard for further political opportunities in Canada, Shaun demonstra-
tes that the capacity to express oneself persuasively crosses communication 
domains and modalities.
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Conclusion

As co-authors of this study, we have asked ourselves repeatedly how we came 
to interview such an engaged and motivated group of former journalists. Our 
results feel almost “too good to be true” and it may be the case that if another 
group of former journalists had been assembled, we might have had a much 
less empowered sample (or the results may have been similar). Furthermore, 
it is apparent that these participants had to cross two thresholds that already 
suggest motivation and engagement – one being that everyone chosen had 
written at least three articles for publication while at YPP; and, two, that these 
participants self-selected themselves after receiving an e-mail invitation from 
the authors. We acknowledge that the findings presented here are not intended 
to prove a causal link between writing and publishing several articles at a youth 
journalism project and an empowered future of public advocacy and self-
expression ten years later. 

Rather, our point is more nuanced and contingent: grassroots projects that 
mentor youth journalists have tremendous potential to shape and alter the life 
pathways those former participants will take. Though empowerment and enga-
gement are hard to calibrate and measure, they are qualities that are more likely 
to emerge from positive experiences where youth are given a sense that their 
worldviews and beliefs are valued by their mentors and will be given a public 
airing. In regards to the latter, YPP provided its participants a great advantage 
in being able to secure mass audiences for their writing. On the surface, this 
can seem like an easier task today due to the changing technologies of commu-
nication which have opened up new venues and forums for youth expression 
through lowered barriers to writing and sharing content that have been attri-
buted to forums such as blogs, podcasts, YouTube, and Twitter. There is a DIY 
(Do It Yourself) revolution going on around us and an apparent outpouring of 
youth expression. 

The challenge remains, however, to provide rich opportunities for mentor-
ship and instruction, to engage youth to feel empowered and motivated to  
remain involved for an extended period, to foster contexts and pretexts for 
structured and respectful intergenerational dialogue and to view youth voice 
as both relevant and vital. Grassroots youth media projects have played an 
important role in this regard for several decades, and they continue to fill  
an important space in helping and supporting youth to develop the abilities, 
confidence and motivation to get involved, and stay involved, in some forms  
of public engagement. 
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Notes
1 An account of the pedagogical challenges faced, and strategies used, by YPP editors 

and educators can be found in Hoechsmann, M. “Teaching Media Writing” (2008) at 
http://newlits.wikispaces.com/Teaching+Media+Writing. The YPP Writers’ Guide,  
a five-part curriculum for youth writers, is included as a series of attachments to this 
article.




