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Re-Imagining Student and Youth Engagement: Awareness to Action Transcript
MELISSA DIEHL: Hello, everyone. And welcome to our webinar on Re-Imagining Student and Youth Engagement-- Awareness to Action. We are going to have a great webinar for you today. 
This webinar is the fourth in a series of webinars on engagement. And it's a co-funded and co-developed webinar series by the Vocational Rehabilitation Technical Assistance Center on Quality Management and the National Technical Assistance Center. The Collaborative is a partner on this fourth installment. And special shout out to the Center for Innovative Training, who has been partner on the first three developed webinars. 
So today, what we're hoping to go over with you is to talk about that inherent power differential that exists within youth transition and that relationship and how it impacts youth engagement. We're going to talk about that shifting power differential in youth transition from being the adult to being an active ally and supporting students in youth engagement and really having a meaningful impact and involvement in that relationship. 
We're going to talk about the process that can help adults recognize that shift from being the adult to being an ally. And we're going to talk about strategies and ways that you can support that continuous engagement for students and youth. 
So the first three webinars talk about rapid engagement. And for us, we almost felt like that would be a little redundant because if you are working with youth [CHUCKLES] and you're not doing things in the moment and in time, then you might as well be out of the game altogether, right? So I'm going to just give you a little bit about me. 
My name is Melissa Diehl. My pronouns are she/her/hers. I love cake. And the older I get, anything with sugar will do. But particularly, buttercream icing is one of my favorites. The more that I work from home, I love my yoga pants. And if anyone knows me out there, you know that I love elephants. 
I started out as a vocational rehabilitation counselor, a statewide training coordinator before working in the Rehabilitation Services Administration in the monitoring unit and had the great fortune now to work with the George Washington University prior to the TACE grant, WINTAC, and now with NTACT-C and the VRTAC quality management. 
Right now I'm in my doctoral studies in human and organizational learning. I love all things leadership and professional identity, training and development, federal policy, oversight, and geek out about all things regulations. I'm going to turn it over to my partners now. 
SANDI MILLER: Thanks, Missy. Hi, my name is Sandi Miller. My pronouns are she/her/hers. I am a vegetarian. But I will tell you that I'm also a strength training junkie, so I can eat cake just like Missy. And I'm also a lover of Ted Lasso. Absolutely love it Best show ever. 
So my professional background is that I started out as a vocational rehabilitation counselor. And then I just sort of worked my way up through the VR agencies and worked as a training coordinator, also in transition. And then I became the director of the Blind Agency before coming to the George Washington University and working with the National Technical Assistance Center on Transition, The Collaborative. 
I have a master's degree in rehabilitation counseling. And my area of expertise is really working with individuals who are blind or have low vision. And now I will turn it over to DJ. 
DJ RALSTON: Hey, everybody-- DJ Ralston. My pronouns are they/them/theirs. I'm a transmasc nonbinary queer person who also happens to be a geriatric millennial and a total fan of all the Muppets. 
My professional background, I actually started in public workforce development side under the Adult and Dislocated Worker youth programs doing case management there before getting a master's in rehabilitation counseling and spending some time in VR and working on disability and employment-related grants, prior to jumping to technical assistance. And I've been doing technical assistance relative to disability and employment, whether under the labor side of the house or now under the ed side of the house and the VR side, for almost 15 years, maybe a little more. I'm older than I look apparently. 
Educational background-- certified partner work incentive coordinator. Just means I do a lot with benefits, or know a fair amount about Social Security benefits, including the impact of work as it relates to those benefits. And like Missy, I'm in the midst of a doc program around human and organizational learning. 
My areas of expertise include supporting LGBTQIA+ populations, including students and youth from that population, Social Security work incentives and financial empowerment strategies. And finally, do a lot of work around relationship building, partnership development, and professional training development. 
So with that, we're going to go ahead and kick it off. So you notice that we crossed out the word "rapid" here. And we just say engagement of students and youth. 
And Missy talked a little bit about that for us, mentioning that, hey, "rapid engagement" is kind of redundant in the sense that if you are going to keep a youth involved, you are getting the youth involved up front. And then you are keeping them involved, right? So it's an ongoing process, more than just focused on that rapidness. Although the rapidness should be something that is continuous throughout this process. 
So we're going to talk a little bit today about how to do that through, one, an area of awareness, two, through an analysis, and, three, through actions. So I'm going to walk us through awareness. Sandi's going to walk us through analysis. And Missy will walk us through action. 
And of course I will say to Missy and Sandi, they should feel free to pipe in as they want to. So actually, Missy and Sandi, I want to play a quick game with you first. So I know we've all seen this on TikTok, not that any of us actually watch that or hang out there, because we're too old. But let's play a little game. 
So I want you to hold up one hand, fingers extended. And I want you to put a finger down if you've ever been told, "Because I said so." Put a finger down if you've ever been told, "As long as you're under my roof, you will live by my rules." 
Put a finger down if you've ever been told, "I'm not asking, I'm telling." Put a finger down if you've been told, "When you pay the bills, you can do whatever you want." Put a finger down if you've ever been told, "Do as I say, not as I do." 
Now, we could play one more round of this, knowing that both of you have children, and ask you if you've ever said these things to your kids. But I'm not going to out us or y'all like that. 
MELISSA DIEHL: [CHUCKLES] That's what I was thinking, DJ. And for those that might not have seen, we, all three of us, had all of our fingers down. 
DJ RALSTON: Perfect. Thank you for pointing that out, Missy. So yeah, all three of us have been told each one of those statements at some point in our lives. So this is where we want to talk a little bit about that. And we played that silly game because it really is a way for us to start to become aware and surface some of our assumptions through some critical self-reflection. 
So at this point, what we hope you're going to do is take a moment, pause the recording, and reflect on some of your own experience of adolescence or teenagedom, however we want to-- all I know is I really hate the word "teen." I hated that word when I was a teenager. And I still won't use it. So I'm like, "teenagers," "adolescents." I just won't say "teen." I don't know, something about the "tude," the "teen-tude." That was a popular phrase when I was a teenager. [GROANS] 
Anyway, please reflect on your own [CHUCKLES] experience of adolescence and young adulthood. And think about those statements that we just walked through, so things like "because I said so," "when you make the money and pay the bills, you can make your own rules." How many of those statements that we walked through would you had to have put a finger down because you were told or heard those things said to you when you were a teenager? 
All right, so how many of us that are in the professional field at this point-- and I'm going to venture to say the majority of us-- were raised in an era where a lot of the social norms essentially dictated that the adults were always in charge. They were always correct. 
I mean, I've also heard "respect your elders" a number of times in my life, right? And we were told that they were always right even when or if they were not. Now, there's nothing wrong with respect. And we can talk about respect. But we'll talk about that in terms of the power sharing in a little bit and the fact that respect is something that should be mutual, not just automatically extended purely based on someone's age or being older than you. 
And for those of you who might be shaking your head right now, you're going, wait a minute, that might be because I'm challenging some of the social norms that I think all of us were raised with, or not all of us but at least the majority of us who are working with young folks now were raised with. And what I want you to think about is how those social norms are infiltrating our current thinking and how those might show up in our American institutions, like when we think about the culture of those institutions, the culture of a school, the culture of social service agencies, like VR. 
What are some of our underlying assumptions about the interactions between adults and youth? And I think, for a long time, what many of us have always assumed is we're the adult in charge, right? I mean, that's-- 
MELISSA DIEHL: You know DJ, I don't mean to interrupt you. But I really hope that, as folks are maybe watching this, they do take the time to hit that Pause button and maybe, even within their own offices or even just having a coworker, take some time to reflect on this because I don't think even-- I don't think we even realize how much that impacts the way that we think and how it does shape us. 
And we take all those things for granted. We laugh them off, those kinds of phrases and things like that. But we don't really think about how that really does shape us. So I really appreciate you bringing that up. 
DJ RALSTON: Yeah, heck, I love that idea, Missy. Go play the game. Go play the finger game with one of your colleagues. Ask them. Take these five statements that we went through, and ask them to put a finger down for each one of them. And then think about it. 
Or maybe this is a conversation you're having with one of your partner providers, who's providing services directly to students in youth because maybe that's something that you're not providing the Pre-ETS Maybe your partner is. So just thinking about that and challenging us, because like Missy said, the thing is is these underlying assumptions, they really do permeate our mental models. They are baked in to our mental models because of our experiences. 
So mental models really are the frames that we use, that help us make sense of and navigate the world. The thing about a mental model is they're largely based on our cultural and social experiences and interactions. So that could actually and will actually look different, especially if you have colleagues who are from different cultural backgrounds, different ethnicities or racial backgrounds who may have had very different experiences from you. 
Getting together and talking about some of these things and trying to unearth some of your underlying assumptions about how we interact with students and youth, I think, is really important because these mental models, they really do, they shape our reasoning. They're shaping what we think. They're shaping how or what we understand. They're shaping how we go about the simplifying that complexity. 
I mean, think of that statement "because I said so." I don't know about you, but I'm pretty sure that statement was always said to me when the adult that was saying it to me really couldn't take the time to necessarily articulate all of the reasons behind the decision, right? And so we just had to take that at face value. 
So in essence, what we're really saying is mental models, they play a really big role in what we know and how we know something, and such a big role that, as Missy said, it kind of disappears a lot of the things, puts them just below the surface. And we actually take those things for granted as objective fact, when, in reality, most of the time they're really based in our experiences, both cultural, social interactions, all of those pieces, which would include, by the way, folks, things like media, mainstream media, social media. All of those things have contributed to what our ideas are. 
Think back to the shows that you watched as a young person in your adolescence. What did we see modeled for us? Whether you were somebody watching Leave It To Beaver or Saved By The Bell, it doesn't matter. A lot of those same norms are there, right? 
MELISSA DIEHL: I think the other thing that's super important about what you're sharing is that those are conversations that we're starting to see emerge, important conversations, when it comes to diversity. But I don't know how much, at least I've seen, the recognition and the attention and the intentionality that needs to be paid about what that means when we're looking at different generations and how we think and those social and cultural assumptions that we're making without even thinking about it. 
And that idea of being-- it makes us uncomfortable when we are interacting with somebody who doesn't maybe share those same things. And we can recognize it sometimes when it's, I'm Italian, or whatever. But maybe we're not always thinking about it. We just take it for granted. Oh, that's because they're young. Or that's because they're old. And we don't think about that same kind of differential. 
DJ RALSTON: 100%. I believe what you are referring to is ageism, which actually tends to work both ways, whether it's like, get off my lawn, those dang Gen Zers, or oftentimes insert millennial here. PS-- public service announcement-- millennials are as old as 42 and probably somewhere around, like, 27. So we're not the youngest generation anymore. So those Gen Zers, (MOCK OLD TONE) get off my porch, up to the, OK, Boomer. 
So this idea that I think both sets of populations can tend to maybe employ some of that. So how can we [CHUCKLES] start to address some of that and really think about it? So the first thing that I think we can do as professionals who are working with students and youth around transition is to start by recognizing the power dynamics. 
So there is always an inherent, baked-in power differential in any type of helping relationship because the reality is you've got one person who's coming to someone else for help, which means that the person who is coming to and asking for help typically is on the lower end of that power differential, although I recognize that that's opposite the image. 
So the image being that the adult is at the bottom of the teeter-totter. And the young person's legs are dangling on the top end of the teeter-totter. And that's because the transition professional is the one with the power. There's that inherent power differential because one party needs assistance, and the other party is the one that can facilitate that assistance. In a transition-helping relationship, that inherent power differential is typically compounded by the cultural and societal norms associated with age difference and who knows more and who should be respected, et cetera. 
And we literally just walked you through all the ways in which that is likely baked in for many of us based on our experiences, this whole idea that adults are the ones in charge. Adults are the ones-- respecting our elders. They know what's better. This idea that, oh, the adolescent brain is still developing. They don't know what they're doing. They're just bottles of hormones, whatever, insert whatever trope there, that compounds or reinforces or rectifies this power differential. 
So that's the thing. There's two pieces of power differentials right there, two things that lead to it-- age difference and the helping part. And oftentimes we can see additional power differential surface. 
An example of this might be the fact that oftentimes the professional is somebody who would be considered a person without a disability or abled, whereas the student or youth obviously is a person with a disability or disabled, depending on if somebody wants to use identity-first language. We also often see it-- we know that there are more white teachers than there are teachers of color. But yet we know also that there are more students of color, particularly Black students or African-American students, who end up in special ed at higher percentage rates for the population than white students. 
So there's a lot of different ways these power differentials can then be compounded within our relationship that we really need to start to take stock of and be aware of. So how do we do that? Well, we want to start to shift that approach. 
So according to our partners at the RAISE Center-- which, by the way, we've linked in the slides, and you'll be able to access. Highly recommend you go check out their site. They are awesome folks doing awesome work around supporting students and youth and their families. 
But one of the key elements of engagement with students and youth is creating a space where youth feel like their actions and voice have value. That's a big piece of this. Students and youth have to feel like they're being valued. They got to feel like they have respect. 
So remember I mentioned that whole respect thing earlier. Respect is mutual. That's the goal that we should be going for. It's not this whole idea, you'll respect me because I'm the adult, right? It's about mutual respect and creating a collaborative working relationship with that young person. 
And part of creating that environment is making sure that the adults who are supporting those youth and students really change our mindsets from being the adult in charge, which, again, is something we were all raised with, something we are acculturated with, to being more of an adult ally that's working in partnership with students and youth to really achieve those student and youth goals, whether that's across a group because you're in front of a group, or whether that is on an individual basis. 
MELISSA DIEHL: You know, I don't want to jump in again, but I think that is so crucial because I think in the conversations that we have across the country right now and the time that we're in within the vocational rehabilitation program and within secondary education, we all know that we're losing kids. The attrition rate and the ability to retain students, once they do come through the door, whether that's through their parents or through the school or they come themselves, the ability to retain them is not there. 
But I don't know that we hear enough in terms of why that might be happening and how we're showing up in that space and how much they feel like they are a partner and we are presenting as allies versus, I'm coming as this entity, this program, and you must do A, B, C, and D by this time, and how that shows up for the person. 
DJ RALSTON: Yeah, and it's funny that you mention that, Missy. And I feel a little hashtag #spoiler for Sandi, who's going to talk about the analysis of this and perhaps introduce that latter of student involvement, which I think gets at a big piece of this. 
So really, again, according to the RAISE Center, if we want to look at what authentic engagement is, authentic youth engagement is really only present when young adults are actually provided and given the opportunities to actually consistently participate in that decision-making process and to take ownership of the work. They need to be able to initiate conversations and be able to initiate plans. 
We talk or we hear a lot about the student-led IEP process. That is an example of the way it really should be. But yet we know a lot of times schools struggle to allow that-- and you notice what I'm saying here-- to allow that to occur. So students and youth, they need to be able to give feedback and see the impact of that feedback. 
If you are offering opportunities for students and youth to give feedback but then you're not changing anything as a result of that feedback, I'd really encourage you to take a step back and think about that. So they want to be able to give feedback on program, services, and the systems that serve them. 
Guess what. They're the expert of their own experience. And they really are a valuable source of information. So, Sandi, I'm going to turn it over to you because I think that you have a lot to say about that, as well. 
SANDI MILLER: Yes, thanks so much, DJ. So how do we know where we're at to know how we need to shift or might need to shift? So when it comes to authentic youth engagement-- so that we can become those active adult allies. We really need to know where we're at so we know where we need to go. 
And here we have the ladder of student involvement in schools. And this is adapted by Adam Fletcher. But it's based on the work of Roger Hart. And here we have a ladder. And each rung really represents a different level of involvement with regard to students and youth. 
So at the very bottom, we have manipulation, decoration, tokenism. And as we move up, it's representing additional levels of involvement and engagement with students and youth. So then we move on to students informed, students consulted, student-adult equality, completely student driven. And then at the very top, we have student-adult equity. And that's really where we're trying to move to. 
And we're going to move to the next slide and define those a little bit further for everyone so you have a better idea as to what each of those rungs represents. So next slide, DJ, unless you have something you want to add. 
DJ RALSTON: Oh, I would just add, well, we recognize that says ladder of student involvement in schools, what we would say is it's equally applicable to VR agencies for the purposes of Pre-ETS and transition services because, again, it's really about that larger structural social system in which we're moving young people through with an eye towards assisting them. So we know it says "schools VR." But really, it's just as applicable to VR. 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, absolutely. Thanks, DJ. OK, so here we are at that lowest level of the ladder, is student manipulation. And that's really where a student might feel compelled or forced to attend something without regard to whether or not they have any interest in it. 
So here we're looking at more of a coercion to participate. Maybe there's some sort of extrinsic motivation, perhaps maybe just acceptance by the adult. Maybe there's some sort of money or extra credit related to them participating in some activity. But it's not really based on what they want to do. They're really doing it for someone else's interest. 
So then we move on to the student decoration. And this is really where the presence of the student is all that's required. And there's really not any active involvement. And they're not really considered. So perhaps there's an appearance that the students have been engaged regularly, when really they have not. They're just sort of there but not meaningfully engaged in any way. 
So as we move on to three, the student tokenism, this is where they're involved but really only to reinforce the perception, so similar to the decoration, whereas in decoration it might be that maybe we have them on the front of a brochure, but they really weren't involved at all in making the information that they are supposedly representing. 
So for tokenism here, they might be at the table. But they're really given limited involvement. They may not have a whole lot of say. And so they might be expected actually to come to the table and act more like the adult but not necessarily be given any responsibility within that meeting or activity or whatever that might look like. 
And here, as we're moving up the ladder, we're really looking at these levels being engagement, or disengagement really, where things are really done to students. And then we move into levels where there's more involvement and work is being done for students. And then as we get to the top, we're really looking at that engagement where there's a partnership with the students. So think about that as we move up the ladder here. 
So the fourth rung is student informed. And this is where the student input doesn't really have to be implemented, meaning that it might not be considered unless it really aligns with what the adult already has as their priority. So again, it's inviting students to participate, provide feedback. But then the adult's making the decision as to whether or not any of that is going to be used. And oftentimes it's used as a way to have an appearance that the youth voice has been solicited, but not necessarily being utilized. 
The fifth rung here is student consulted. This is where students have a limited authority. And it's, again, still subject to adult approval. So they might be involved in a more meaningful way. They might even be given some responsibilities regarding whatever meeting or action is taking place. And they might even have some ability to help form some decisions. But at the end of the day, the adults are still going to hold the authority and make those final decisions. 
So rung 6 is student-adult equality. And this is about a 50/50 split of authority, obligation, and commitment. But it doesn't consider specific developmental needs. And there's no recognition for students. They may lose interest. They may become disengaged. So this is where we expect similar contributions from students and adults. But we're not really considering their unique skills and talents in that process. 
Seven is completely student-driven, where adults take on more of a passive role while the students are-- they're going to be perceived as maybe less considerate and informed and absent of understanding on the larger impact to the student and the community. And the validity might also be questioned. But students are taking a larger role. And the adult is in the background just helping to facilitate or be more supportive. But those students are planning, implementing, and evaluating the activities. They just might not be given as much credit to be able to do that. 
And then, finally, we get to the student-adult equity. This is full equity with adults and understanding that maybe there's a 40/60 or 20/80 split and requires a conscious commitment by all participants. And here's where we see student and adult sharing of power. Both are able to initiate actions. And they're both recognized for the work and the outcomes of the work. 
So they're all taking ownership. And they're respected. There's a mutual respect for the knowledge and experiences that they're all bringing to the table. So it's a very mutually supportive type of interaction. 
And so again, as you see, as we move up this ladder, we're going from an engagement or an involvement doing to students. Then we're working more towards the work that's being done for students. But ultimately we want to get to that partnership, where the work is done with students, the adults and the students working together. DJ, did you want to say anything before we move on? 
DJ RALSTON: No, I think that you did a great job covering that. And it is kind of exciting to think about, that partnership, and what that really looks like, and recognizing, hey, we're not throwing everything out about the way that we were all raised. We're just talking about, how do we make that active commitment to supporting young folks as they are working towards this and having that meaningful partnership, which is going to lead to that long-term engagement that is what we ultimately are looking for to ensure that we are moving young people through the continuum of transition services from Pre-ETS to post-secondary and employment? 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, and I think that ladder is just really helpful from the perspective of, we started out talking about awareness. And so now it's looking at where you're at within that. Everyone is working to improve that youth engagement and get more involved. And so it's just important to have a better understanding as to what that looks like and where you need to get to so that you really do have that equity in that relationship. And that ladder is just a great representation of it. 
DJ RALSTON: Right. 
MELISSA DIEHL: I think so, too. For me what was coming up was just this whole idea of how important it is to just take time and allow yourself time to reflect on-- but I think we're all maybe thinking, when we're at that seventh rung, that we're doing it right. But we're not really thinking about how our assumptions and what we're thinking about as that student is maybe driving the conversation. Are we really present and considering what they're saying and how they're saying it and going to take that lead? Or are we already deciding how we're going to convince them to do it our way, [CHUCKLES] or what have you? 
DJ RALSTON: I love that you pointed that out, Missy. And I think the other thing that I want to say here is if you're looking at this and you're like, whoa, maybe we're not nearly as far along or as far up the ladder as we would like to think, maybe, ooh, dang, maybe we're at level three, heck, maybe we're at level one, I think what is important to note here is as you reflect and you perhaps use this as a baseline, don't shame yourself. Don't shame your agency. 
We recognize that these are maybe some new conversations for us in the VR field and really thinking about that. There's a lot that's been changing across our landscapes in a lot of different ways. So I think it's important for, as we're doing that reflection, let's not necessarily shame ourselves for where we are but use it as that call to action to think about, how do we start to climb this ladder and move ourselves forward, which actually, I think, Sandi, sets you up pretty good here, right? 
SANDI MILLER: [CHUCKLES] Yeah, thank you, DJ. So here, we want to talk a little bit more about that student and youth voice and their input and really get you thinking about how your agency is gathering input from the youth and the families. And although it's required through the comprehensive statewide needs assessment, how can you go beyond that to make sure that you're getting that information? 
So some other considerations-- where you might be able to solicit that and other areas that you want to make sure you're getting that information or getting the information from the students and the families is when services are offered. It's important to know if you're looking at engaging students, when is going to be the time that they're going to be able to participate in those services, and where? Where they're offered makes a big difference as to whether or not you're going to be able to get students to participate. 
They should have a say in who the services are coming from, or who's providing those services, and be able to provide the input on what it is that they're going to be needing so that services can be developed and delivered in a way that's going to be meaningful to them and allow them to participate. They are going to have some great ideas. So it's important to talk to the students and the families about some thoughts about innovative and flexible strategies that they might be aware of. 
How do they think these services can be provided? Or what kinds of services can be done in a way that's going to be engaging and meaningful to them? So solicit the feedback with regard to that, as well. 
And then, also, you want to make sure that you're asking the students, what kind of supports are they going to need? And then what's going to help them stay involved? So what's going to help them participate? And then what's going to keep them engaged in those services? 
So it's important to hear directly from the students and the families because they're living in this world. And they are going to have an awful lot of information that they can provide that are going to help you develop the services that are going to be meaningful to them and keep them part of the process. 
OK, and then you really want to be thinking about, what does all this mean with how students are moving through that continuum of services? So how is your agency discussing what a student can benefit from as a potentially eligible student with a disability versus an applicant and an eligible student with a disability and what that means with regard to the services that they would have available to them included on their individualized plan for employment? 
So how are you having these conversations with students? How are they understanding what is available to them if they remain potentially eligible versus what might be available to them if they apply and need some of those additional VR services that need to go on a plan? And how frequently are students and families offered the chance to apply for VR services? 
Is it talked about at the very beginning of the engagement with the student and then really not talked about until maybe a service pops up as needed? Or is this something that's an ongoing conversation so students and families always are aware of the fact that they can apply for services at any point in the process? 
It doesn't require that they need an additional VR service, but that at some point they can apply, and there's just a broader array of services to them. Are they really aware? Do they really understand what that means and that they really have that ability to apply at any point? 
And how is the agency monitoring the movement of students from potentially eligible to those who apply? What information is available to you and how do you know how often this is happening and why? How are students making this decision? Is it because the conversation is taking place on a regular basis? That's great. Or maybe they're not moving, because they don't realize that they have the ability to apply for services. 
MELISSA DIEHL: As you were talking about that, Sandi, it's making me think about just even conversations we're having with states and in some cases thinking about, oh, we're making a decision about when we think a natural place to make sure, at a minimum, that takes place. But it just makes me think about maybe we need to ask the students, right? [CHUCKLES] 
SANDI MILLER: Absolutely, yeah. Yeah, absolutely. And just to make sure that they recognize what's available to them and that there isn't a right or wrong time to do it, that it really comes down to what is going to make the most sense for them. But just recognizing and providing them the support to help them make those decisions and understand the information that's available. 
So what do you know about the students who are potentially eligible versus those who apply and their likelihood to achieve competitive integrated employment or enroll in post-secondary education? What information is available to you? And how might this be framing the conversations that you're having with students or the input that you're getting from them? 
What data do you have? And what data do you already collect, what data might be helpful to collect in order to answer some of these questions? And then are you reviewing it? Or how often are you reviewing it? Because it's really important that you're monitoring this on a pretty regular basis to see that some of the strategies that you're implementing are having an impact on students. Or maybe you need to change some things up. 
And then who do you partner with to understand the outcomes of youth? So what other information might be available through some of your partners that are going to help you answer some of these questions, as well? 
There might be information already out there. You might not be collecting it. But it's really important to talk with your partners and to make sure that you're getting access to the information that's telling the entire picture and really giving you a better understanding as to how these students are moving through the continuum of VR services. 
DJ RALSTON: Yeah, and I think just highlighting again these are things that you within your agency can do and that you can be thinking about. This slide and the next one, they're really about prompting you all as an agency and as VR professionals to think about where, within our processes, can we perhaps be a little bit more intentional in how we are getting that input and making sure that we're getting input and including the meaningful feedback from students and youth and their families. 
So just stressing that point because we're like, wait a minute. This seems like agency-related stuff and not-- don't worry. We're going to get to action. Missy's going to talk about that after this slide. But these are important things that we need to be doing internally because this is also how we start to make that shift within our culture as it relates to shifting some of that power differential and recognizing the importance of student youth voice in our services. So sorry, Sandi, just felt the need to reinforce that. 
SANDI MILLER: No, no, I think that's great. And I think that's really important to remember that, again, we want to look at where the information is available, whether it's coming directly from the students, maybe it's data that we have, because otherwise we're relying oftentimes on assumptions that we're making that might not actually be accurate. It's really important to use the information that's available and get that feedback from students and families so we have the facts instead of our assumptions. So-- 
MELISSA DIEHL: Yeah, and I like that intentionality. I feel like these are the ideas that we have to get folks started about starting to question some things and look deeper. But I'm sure each person is going to hopefully identify other places that help them reflect and question some of these things. 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, absolutely. All right, so what does high-quality engagement look like? And really what we're talking about here is really making sure everything is student-focused and really revolving around the goals that they have. 
And so what that means for VR and our process and the engagement of students is starting with that eligibility process. So when you're determining eligibility, are you doing it as quickly as you can? 60 days is the maximum amount of time we want to take. But it doesn't necessarily have to take that long. 
So are we trying to move through that eligibility process as quickly as we can so that we don't lose the engagement of that individual, like we talked about at the very top? DJ and Missy talked a lot about how it almost doesn't make sense to call this "rapid engagement" when we're talking about students because everything needs to just-- they're very used to everything happening very quickly and being in the moment. And so we need to make sure that we are providing that kind of service to them, as well. 
And so we don't need to extend the eligibility process for 60 days if we can find ways to shorten that and get them involved in services more quickly. And one way that might be is using existing information. And that can come from the students, the youth, or their family rather than sending that out and making referrals or assessing and assessing and assessing. 
Maybe that information's already available through some other partner or some other program that they've participated in. Maybe that information can come through a conversation with the student and the family. We need to be thinking about our process. And do we have things in place because they've always been there and they're serving a purpose? Are they actually serving the purpose that we want them to? Or are they kind of holding things up? 
Are IPEs written? Are you utilizing the projected post-school employment outcome and then identifying the services that are going on that plan that are helping that student to move towards more of an employment goal and then taking the time to amend and revise as often as it is necessary? Or are we trying to get those IPEs written and put out there so that we can just go on to the next thing? 
We definitely hear a lot of how it's not fun to have to amend plans. People don't tend to want to have to do that very often. But it's really important because we know with anybody that we're working with, especially students and youth, things are going to change over time. 
We are going to have these folks with us for several years. So it makes sense that we would want to work with them in the here and now and have the plans reflecting where they're at right now and then amend them as we gather more information, as they have more experiences, and as they make different decisions. Then the plan can reflect that. 
And then we also need to make sure that we have a plan for consistent and constant communication. But this should be co-constructed with the student and youth, figuring out, in what way are they going to want to be communicated with? And how often? 
What's going to be reasonable to expect? Because we know students are involved in an awful lot of things these days. They're very busy. And we want to make sure that we are talking about these things with them and helping them help us decide how to stay engaged with them and stay in communication. So having them be a big voice in this is just really important. 
So now we're going to move on to some action steps. So what are some things that are going to help foster the engagement. Once you move through that awareness phase and really analyzing where you're at and what information you have available to you and how you might be able to get some additional information, then what do you do with that? Missy's going to walk you through some of those. 
MELISSA DIEHL: All right, so hopefully just thinking about those first two phases is going to get us to that beginning point about, how do we develop a more youth-friendly culture? What does that really look like? How can we show up and be more flexible and creative? 
I mean, the one thing that we know is change is inevitable. And it should be constant. Otherwise we're out of date as soon as we put something on paper. So we want to make sure that we're in a constant state of becoming and being flexible and creative and looking at different ways that we can engage in youth. 
Looking at even, how do we provide information? Where do we meet folks? Are we meeting at accessible locations or where students would be more comfortable meeting? Are they not comfortable meeting with adults in the school setting? Would they rather meet somewhere else? What does that look like? And how do we find that out? 
Making sure the information is in a voice and in a tone that's easy for youth to understand and not in our acronyms and jargon. How do we explain that? What does that look like? Even thinking about the ladder and thinking about, a lot of times, whether a student is maybe leading their IEP or they are drafting their individualized plan for employment, or IPE, what does that really look like? 
We don't want to just necessarily say, here's the form, right? [CHUCKLES] They're not going to really understand that form. It's going to look bureaucratic. But what we could give them is a similar type of a structure that has a couple of bullets, like what do you want to do? What do you think you might need? Is there something that you need because you have a learning disability that would support you in college? Just to get them to start to draft and jot down some things from their perspective. 
So just thinking about different ways to think about how we provide information and how we ask for information back that can be in their voice and not necessarily ours. Getting youth involved to make those decisions and really making them feel like they are a thought partner and their ideas. We're not just soliciting ideas. But we're going to take action based upon their ideas. 
A lot of times when we're working with professionals, and sometimes we'll hear from some disgruntled professionals, and they'll tell us, well, they ask us. They ask us to fill out surveys. And then nothing happens. Well, the same thing can happen with youth. We don't want to just solicit their input and then not do anything with it. If you're not going to do anything with it, don't even bother asking them, because they're just going to disengage even more. 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, and, Missy, I just wanted to add in there, I think that's a really good point. Even with the IEP, if we have a form that we're going to be using and it's got all sorts of other information, it's still helpful to explain why we might be asking some additional questions, why we might be putting more information into a form than maybe we gave them to provide some of their feedback. 
But even just making them aware of what our responsibilities are in this process and in helping them to understand so that they understand when they provide the information back, when they provide the information we're using, if they're helping to co-construct that IEP, how is it being put into this form that might look different than what they were given? Just so that they know the information is in there and how it's being used and what it might look like in its final product. To just give them the full picture, I think, is just really important. 
MELISSA DIEHL: Absolutely. Next, just thinking about how we think and interact with our partners, especially other youth-serving organizations-- schools, other entities, local nonprofit, different community organizations. How do we interact with them? And what are we thinking about in terms of, where do youth spend their time? What's important to them? Who do they care about? 
We have a lot of our youth that are serving and volunteering. What is it about those organizations that resonates with them? What can we learn from them? And what other programs are out there that we're not necessarily involved with now but they have a lot of youth voice and we need to get involved? And how do we make those connections for ourselves and the youth? 
DJ RALSTON: Right, so, Missy, thinking about perhaps some of those youth on the younger end, which I think we're now seeing with that newly released Disability Innovation Fund. Thinking about Boys and Girls Clubs. For some of our older youth, thinking about Big Brothers, Big Sisters, and approaching some of the bigs and talking to some of them, as they are folks who are regularly developing relationships with young people who are going to have that expertise in ways that perhaps we haven't always had the chance. 
Thinking about, where are the extracurriculars that young people are getting involved in? Is there a community youth theater? Go talk to the director of that theater? People who are regularly working with students and youth in different capacities across your community. Maybe you're talking to a local faith-based youth group. Whatever that looks like in your community, think about those pockets and places. 
And if as you're thinking about it, you're like, ooh, I don't know, then that's OK. It means that you have an opportunity to start to really think about and map out your community and look at, where are those local resources, because that ultimately, I think, leads to building those relationships with students and youth in meaningful ways. 
MELISSA DIEHL: Yep, absolutely. And even just thinking about, since the pandemic, we've seen a lack of capacity in some of our more traditional partners. And there's waiting lists for services. But I don't necessarily know that we've really tapped into the other partners that are out in the community that are maybe best positioned to serve and work with youth that we could be using to help fill some of those gaps. So just something to think about. 
And then some more great suggestions from our partner is at the RAISE Center in terms of taking action-- and again, we've got it linked here as well on this slide to their website. But just thinking about when we have meetings, right? Are we meeting outside of school hours? Or are we meeting when it's convenient for students and their families? 
We can't do this job, especially working with students and families with this rigidity of sitting behind our desk and working on a schedule that's just convenient for us. We have to meet them halfway just like we would hope when we have an appointment for ourselves that somebody can be flexible for us. 
Thinking about using other pieces of technologies and ways to interact with folks, having a Zoom or a call-in option or making sure that somebody can access things in terms of being accessible. Are we having that conversation before we even set up the meeting? Or are we forcing the other party to put their hand up and say, hey, that doesn't work for me? Can we do something different? 
We want to make sure we're showing up and being open and saying, what works for you? What's a good time to meet? Where do you want to meet? What do you need? Is this format OK? 
And then of course just having the youth voice, this whole idea of youth advisory councils. And we're starting to see that take off in different states. But we want to make sure we're giving youth those opportunities to not just develop their leadership skills, but really listen. 
And again, we don't want to just ask. We want to make sure that we're listening and we're taking action based upon what they're saying. So don't go in and say, I'm just going to create this mechanism to get input. Know ahead of time, what are we going to do once we hear them? 
Once we know what they're saying, what are we going to do? And when are we going to let everybody know, hey, this is what we heard you say? And this is what we're going to do and how we're going to take action. 
Maybe you can't take action on every single request or idea that someone has. But you can acknowledge that you heard them. And you can tell them why or what you're prioritizing or how you can meet them where they are. 
Peer mentoring is a huge piece. So just looking at different tools that engage students with disabilities. But peer mentoring is an avenue that we still feel is hugely underutilized. And it really does provide that exposure to build those self-advocacy skills in a different way, practice communication, practice those social skills. 
But also, it helps build that allyship between youth and their peers. It can also help them connect, whether it's based on their disability or other interests they have, and just expose them to more that's out there. And just thinking about ways that we can help a student or a youth be that agent of change and help influence where the direction of the program that's supposed to be for them in the first place. 
So again, just promoting that idea of connectedness, whether it's school or school engagement, whether it's with a VR program, whether it's an independent living. However that looks, just looking at peer mentoring in different ways. 
We're starting to see different types of programs and projects come out where we're seeing youth ambassador programs. We're seeing youth navigators to help them navigate so that they're hearing from their own peers how they navigated the system as they went through transition, which is much more powerful than a 50-year-old [CHUCKLES] telling them what they think might be best for them. 
DJ RALSTON: And listen, there's all sorts of ways that this can be done now. It doesn't have to be done in a one-on-one session. It can be done in group formats. But you'd also be amazed because of course young people are savvy. And you know what? They're using spaces like TikTok to mentor each other. They're using spaces like Snapchat to mentor each other. 
They're using different forms of technology. And they have that ability to connect in ways that we may not always be thinking about. And if we can get a peer-mentoring program up and going and it's utilizing technologies like that, guess what. That helps to counter maybe some of the misinformation that also appears on some of those technology platforms. So speaking of technology, Missy, I think adults have to rethink. 
MELISSA DIEHL: Yeah, and that makes a perfect segue, D, because even just thinking about within the NTACT-C, we established, at the inception of our grant, our Youth Advisory Council. And one of the first conversations was how they wanted to communicate, what that looked like, how often. And they're using a platform that we would never maybe think about using with some of our adult professionals. But it's a platform that works for youth and where they are and the conversations they're having. 
So just thinking about different state agencies. Because we are in a bureaucracy, there might be limitations. But we just don't want you to shut down the conversation about how you might use technology or what you might use based on, oh, they would never let us use this. Or they said no to that. 
Constantly be having conversations to identify how you can use different platforms to access your students and youth. So just thinking about that and ways that you could establish a youth advisory council who might be able to create and run those accounts. 
Lord knows they wouldn't want me to do that. My children are always trying to get me to make cameos on TikTok. And I may or may not be trending. But that doesn't mean that I would be good at actually running an account like that. That would just be frightening, I think. 
DJ RALSTON: Well, Missy, as a geriatric millennial, I'll let you know about when you're trending about three weeks afterwards because I am too old for TikTok. So I, like every other geriatric millennial, watch TikTok as reels on Instagram about three weeks after it's gone viral. So I'll let you know in a few weeks if you are trending. 
MELISSA DIEHL: [CHUCKLES] Duly noted, duly noted. All right, so just the whole point there is just, how can you use a youth and develop some sort of an advisory council or get youth involved and sustain that and actually use it? 
So looking at, how are you building time to not just get folks together and get input but recognizing and understanding and using that perspective in what they want to do? And how are we staying open to those ideas when they don't feel so comfortable to us because they are coming from a different social and cultural background? 
And giving our students and youth important things to work on so they really can feel engaged. They want to be involved. Let's let them, right? And take our young folks' word. A lot of times, that may or may not be an easy thing to do. And we might think we're listening, but we're really not. 
And it's why this conversation is meant to just be a can opener. We're hoping to just open the can today. But what we're really hoping is this is going to dive into a much deeper professional development about what it is and what it means to really understand how to work with youth and respecting boundaries, right? 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, and I just wanted to say, Missy, that I think that this is just really important from the perspective of what we talked about throughout, but especially at the beginning, is adults not necessarily thinking we know better or our experiences have led us to this conclusion. And students should just do this because it's good for them. 
We really want to get away from that and get their input and understand that even though there might be some things that we would love to and need from the students, they might not be ready to share all of that with us. And so that's why building those relationships with them is so important, and to be able to build that rapport, which is really the foundation of the VR process. 
Whether you're a student, a youth, an adult, being able to have a relationship so that you can really be that ally and hear from them and listen to what they're saying and get them involved and engaged is really important. And that's really what the VR process should start with. 
DJ RALSTON: Well, y'all, if we think about how we learn as adults, I mean, I don't know about you two, but I learn often more from my mistakes [CHUCKLES] than I do from maybe something that I do right. And when we make mistakes, that is an opportunity for learning. 
And just this idea that being told how to do something doesn't work for everybody. Or being told to do something doesn't necessarily let us take the steps to really engage in and think about and reflect on this thing that we're trying to get to. So just thinking from the standpoint of learning principles, it's not just experience itself. It's the action of perhaps reflecting on the experience afterwards. 
And if you're just being directed to do something, maybe that's not going to be all that helpful when you go to reflect on that. Well, why did I do that? Why did I do it this way? These are the types of spaces we want to create. And we need to be open to students and youth ideas and their feedback even if it's difficult for us to hear. So I would want to make sure that we know that. 
PS-- we've been talking round and about here of the YETI top 10 tips for student and youth engagement. And YETI stands for the Youth Engagement Transition Initiative, which is actually the group of about 20 to 22 young folks that comprise NTACT-C's Youth Advisory Council, mostly young adults between the ages of 18 and I think 26, 27 who have all been through this youth transition process and/or are actively going through it. 
And so they have taken the time to put together some tips for when you are involving youth in your processes, as you should be, some things that they suggest that you do. So we were talking about that on the last slide. And, Missy, I'll hand it over to you to round these ones out. 
MELISSA DIEHL: I'm so glad you brought that up, DJ, because they are not me, the 50-year-old's, words. They come from our youth and what they say they need in order to feel like they're engaged. So thanks for that, D. 
Looking to take time to teach students and youth, including things like acronyms. But I'm just thinking about not just learning but growing and thinking about our own experiences. And it's those experiences where it's hard, and we're not doing the easy stuff, but things that give us a challenge, that make us feel most accomplished, and where we really feel like we've grown when we are doing something. 
So just because it might take a few extra steps doesn't mean it's not worth it to really take the time to teach students and youth and help them get more involved. Also just recognizing that youth are experts in their own experiences. They might not align with our own underlying assumptions. But that's their experience. And that's what's real for them. And that's what we have to really pay attention to in how we're showing up in the space with youth. 
Listening and honoring any type of requests for accommodation, or just being flexible. Thinking about what the young folks who are being invited in teams or different spaces with adults, what are they passionate about? What are they saying? What are they not saying? And then just the way that we're interacting with folks and the discussions that we're having. And just recognizing that. 
DJ RALSTON: So I think if we were to sum up today what we're hoping, if nothing else, you all walk away with is the idea that maybe it's time that we take a moment, and we pause. And we engage in some of that critical reflection both around ourselves and our own values and the way that we were raised in terms of how we show up and work with young people, how that impacts how we show up and work with young people, and also how that shows up within our agencies' policies and procedures and the things that just get meted out over time because that's, well, just the way that we do them. 
As Missy alluded to earlier, we really hope that this presentation is maybe the jumping-off point, it's a catalyst for all of you to sit down and go, oh, maybe we really do want to sit down and rethink through how we are doing student youth engagement. We're planning things. Students and youth aren't showing up. What does that mean? And maybe reframing or using this as a opportunity to really rethink some of those things. 
And you know what's exciting is-- I mentioned this a little bit earlier-- there's a new grant out on the street about serving students and youth. So hopefully what this can do is this can help you start to think about, how do we change the way that we're working with students and youth? And what professional development might we need and want to engage in? So I would just like to thank my colleagues here for joining me in all the fun. 
MELISSA DIEHL: Thanks, DJ. Thanks, Sandi. Bye, everyone. 
SANDI MILLER: Yeah, thank you.
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