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Fall 2017 YouthAction Community Leadership Course: 
Youth Voice in Public Policy 

 

Citizens’ Committee for Children’s (CCC) YouthAction Community Leadership Course (YCLC) is a youth advocacy 
training program for high school students from New York City. CCC is a seventy-four year old independent child 
advocacy organization whose mission is to ensure that every child is healthy, housed, educated, and safe. Since 1999, 
YouthAction NYC has introduced aspiring young leaders to civic engagement and advocacy opportunities.  
 

During this ten-week advocacy training program, YCLC participants meet once a week after school to research and analyze 
youth issues, and to develop policy and budgetary recommendations to improve the lives of young people in New York 
City.  This semester, the YCLC focused on youth voice in NYC, specifically looking at Borough Student Advisory Councils 
(BSACs), NYC Service Youth Leadership Councils (YLCs), Participatory Budgeting, and Community Boards. Students 
surveyed 230 New York City youth, ages 13 – 19 to get their opinions and also visited programs and agencies that provide 
youth with the opportunity to weigh in on policy discussions that affect their lives. 

 

Findings and Recommendations 
 

Overview 
New York City has several ways in which it attempts to civically engage young people in discussions around school and 
other public policies that affect their lives. Four major city-sponsored initiatives for doing this are the Department of 
Education’s Borough Student Advisory Councils, the Mayor’s Office of NYC Service Youth Leadership Councils, the 
City Council’s Participatory Budgeting program, and NYC Community Boards. We applaud these initiatives, and wish 
to see them strengthened so that youth may more authentically contribute to shaping public policy in New York City. 
 

From our own experiences in NYC public schools, and from what we learned in our discussions with both other 
students and the adults who facilitate civic engagement programs, it is abundantly clear that New York City schools 
spend little to no time educating students about the structure and function of New York City government. Very few 
students could name their City Council Member, articulate the purpose of a Community Board, or name a single city 
government official outside of the Mayor.  
 

Over 95% of the youth we surveyed believe that young people should be involved in creating public policies with local 
community and government leaders and 70% indicated that they would be willing to spend some of their free time 
meeting with school and/or government officials to discuss issues and policies that affect the lives of youth. 
 

• We recommend that, starting in elementary school, all NYC schools incorporate lessons about local and state 
government into their curriculum.  

• We recommend that, as part of these ongoing civics lessons, students be made aware of opportunities that 
exist for them to engage in programs and initiatives that elevate youth voice in public policy discussions.  

• We recommend that when City Council hearings relate to issues that impact youth, they be scheduled to begin 
later in the day so that young people can participate without being forced to miss school. 

 

Borough Student Advisory Councils (BSACs) 
Borough Student Advisory Councils (BSACs) are groups of student leaders from New York City public schools that come 
together with Department of Education staff to discuss and take action on issues that are happening in their schools. 
Every public high school in NYC is eligible to send students to their respective BSAC meetings, though not every school 
does so. It is unclear how schools and/or individual students sign up to participate in BSACs, as there is not a central 
website that describes what BSACs are, how they function, or how to get involved. We learned that 2 BSAC students 
are chosen to sit as non-voting members on the Panel for Education Policy, which is the governing body for the NYC 
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Department of Education. Of the 230 youth we surveyed, over 80% had never heard of BSACs and less than 2% had 
ever participated.  

• We support Borough Student Advisory Councils and the opportunities they afford youth to build leadership 
skills and participate in school policy discussions.  

• We recommend that the Department of Education have a web page dedicated to BSACs, outlining both the 
process by which schools can sign up to participate and how youth can join.  

• We recommend that more than 2 youth be appointed to the Panel for Education Policy and that all youth 
members have voting rights. 
 

NYC Service Youth Leadership Councils (YLCs) 
NYC YLCs, an initiative of the Mayor’s Office of NYC Service, are groups of youth in city-sponsored organizations that 
meet to discuss “policy, practice, and advocacy” issues that affect their lives and communities. The goal of this 
initiative is to have 30,000 youth participating by 2020. Some YLCs are affiliated with government entities (i.e. NYPD, 
New York City Housing Authority, NYC Parks) and some with community-based organizations. It is unclear how 
effective Youth Leadership Councils are at elevating youth voice in public policy, and we could not ascertain whether 
youth are able to discuss their policy priorities with stakeholders in city government. About 95% of youth we surveyed 
have not participated in a Youth Leadership Council and less than half are aware of their existence.  

• We support the Mayor’s Office of NYC Service’s Youth Leadership Council initiative to have 30,000 youth 
participate in YLCs by the year 2020. 

• We recommend that NYC Service improve its website in a way that is appealing to youth and more efficiently 
outlines the various YLCs, how to get involved, and what the work will look like. 

• We recommend the creation of a task force, primarily made up of NYC youth, to figure out how to get more 
students involved in YLCs using social media and other networking strategies. 

• We recommend that all YLCs be guaranteed meetings with relevant city policymakers in order to advance 
recommendations related to their respective causes.  

 

Participatory Budgeting (PB) 
Participatory Budgeting is a process in which a New York City Council Member sets aside money from the public budget 
(usually around $1 million) and allows constituents from his or her district to come up with and vote on ideas for how 
to spend the funds. Currently, 31 out of 51 City Council Members participate. Youth can get involved and vote as soon 
as they turn 11 years-old. Unfortunately, close to 80% of the youth we surveyed had never heard of PB and 95% had 
never participated.  

• We support the Participatory Budgeting process, and recommend that all 51 City Council Members open this 
opportunity up to their constituents.  

• We support the involvement of youth in the PB process, and are especially glad to see that even elementary 
and middle school students are eligible.  

• We recommend that PB staff from Council Member’s offices visit all NYC schools to present about the PB 
process and the opportunities youth have to get involved. 

 

Community Boards (CBs) 
Community Boards are comprised of 50 volunteer community residents, appointed by Borough Presidents, that meet 
to discuss various community concerns and advise the city on issues related to land use, schools, public safety, and 
more. In 2014, the City Council passed a resolution to allow 16- and 17-year olds to serve as Community Board 
Members. Of the youth we surveyed, about 60% had never heard of Community Boards and 97% had never 
participated.  

• We support allowing 16- and 17-year olds to sit on Community Boards, and recommend the age be lowered 
to 13. 


