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The Sheet Harbour Library (part of the HRM 

Public Library System) wanted to organize a 

Leading Readers program where older youth 

volunteers would mentor younger children 

reading books. They soon realized that the pro-

gram would be successful only if they enlisted 

the co-operation and support of the school. 

Their partnership has resulted in a program 

that might not have been possible otherwise.    42
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The theory of living systems…
Specific, detailed plans of action are not very effective 
with work that is complex and innovative, which is often 
the nature of community youth development. Detailed 
action plans are designed for times and situations that 
are certain and predictable (i.e., everybody is agreed that 
such and so is going to happen just like we planned), 
but they can’t keep up with a fast-paced and changing 
environment. It is better to have a framework of action 
that holds it together – more or less – as people move 
towards a good enough vision or goal. The “plan” is 
very open to change as individuals and teams experi-
ment, explore, take action, learn, reflect, and discover 
new and better ways to proceed; in short, the strategy 
will emerge as you go along – and sometimes go along 
quickly indeed! Similarly, exact and detailed role descrip-
tions (which are typically built around chain of command 
organizational structures, or hierarchies) cannot cover all 
the circumstances that will arise, but what will be effec-
tive is an emphasis on guiding principles (i.e., although 
circumstances, actions, and strategies may change, the 
underlying principles tend to be constant), 
action delearning, and supportive, interdependent 
relationships between all members of the team. 
Individuals and groups are empowered and supported to 
take innovative action in response to local circumstances. 
Living systems concepts and tools work best in these 
kinds of evolving environments. Primarily adapted 

from Brenda Zimmerman’s book: edgeware Build relationships
So far, we have described a progression in adult/youth relationships, starting with adults lending a 
hand, being supportive, taking on the roles of coach/mentor/ally, and in the last sub-section, being 
on an equal footing of youth adult partnerships. This current tool takes that last idea just a bit 
further.

Youth-led initiatives, programs, and organizations may – or may not – seek adult support in their 
work. If they do, it’s often in a partnership relationship as described previously. 

Does this mean that adults no longer have a role at this level of youth engagement? We suggest 
that it is proper and fitting for adults – and the organizations they lead – to be flexible enough 
that they themselves can be supported and led by young people. In a sense, to be served! They 
may, for example, learn from young people, be coached, or be included in a network that they 
might not normally be able to access. Adults might rely on the youth organization to offer a 
service to the community that they are uniquely suited to provide. 
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Making Dreams Come True…

Three brick masons were busy at their trade, working 

side by side, when along came a curious tourist.“What 

are you doing?” the traveler asked.

“Laying bricks,” the first mason shot back. “What does it 

look like?”

Undaunted, the traveler repeated his question. “What are 

you doing?” he asked the second mason.

“Building a wall,” the dutiful worker replied.

“And what about you?” the traveler asked again. “What are 

you doing?”

“Me?” The third mason looked up, and a slight smile 

crossed his face. “I’m building a cathedral.”

Source unknown
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Youth participation must become an integral 

component of local, national and interna-

tional policies for youth, and should provide 

the framework for decisions and actions that 

affect the daily lives of children and young 

people.  Only then will the traditional ap-

proaches towards youth begin to evolve and 

the oft-stated, commitment to their 

participation, begin to have meaning.  

(United Nations, 2004, p. 287)
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