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Summary
Citizens aren’t born. They are created when people are given opportunities to 
contribute their time, talent and passion towards making their communities a 
better place. That is the essence of the Active Citizenship Initiative (ACI). 

The ACI provides experiential learning interventions for one of the most failed 
classes in Ontario, the Grade 10 Civics classes.  The ACI employs extraordinary, 
young post-secondary changemakers to facilitate high school student-led civic 
engagement projects which amplify student voice, enable innovation, require 
collaboration, and activate solutions to community challenge which matter to 
them: broadly defined, to “actually do something” and, in the process, become 
active and engaged citizens. Along the way, the Active Citizenship Initiative 
connects to Ontario Ministry of Education curriculum, School Board priorities 
(Strategic Plan, Exit Outcomes) and community partner realities.

The exact nature of the projects developed by students range based on student 
interests, experiences, and ideas, but past projects include: student-initiated 
Pride Parades to celebrate 2SLGBTQ+ peers, “Blind Dates” to meet others 
blindfolded and “judge them by the content of their characters,” and even a 
“Not-Bored with Board Games” event to connect students with intellectual 
disabilities with their peers and promote social inclusion.

The ACI builds on Youth Ottawa’s twelve-year experience working with 
thousands of students and hundreds of teachers from all Ottawa high schools.  
Starting  in 2006 thanks to the vision and efforts of Jason Collard, the ‘Day of 
Information for a Lifetime of Action’ (DILA) began as a one-day conference 
connecting youth with community leaders on social and environmental 
challenges.  In 2011-12, based on consistent feedback from students and 
teachers, DILA facilitators began the move away from a one-day conference 
and into a much more effective model, running on-going programs in schools 
that fit within curricular expectations.  

Under the successive leadership of Jason Collard, Ian Bingeman, and 
Helene Boulay as well as three successive grants from the Ontario Trillium 
Foundation, by June 2019, the DILA program had been run with over 700 
unique high school classes.  The ACI represents the next step in this initiative, 
with programming now being supported and further developed through the 
Ottawa Carleton District School Board and tailored to their specific Strategic 
Goals and intended Exit Outcomes for their students.
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Executive Summary

In August, 2012, I was hired by the DILA Program 
to design and deliver our first comprehensive, 
curriculum-embedded, and community-
connected programs.  Eight years, one 
organization merge with Youth Ottawa, and 700-
plus projects later, I am thrilled to see how our 
youth civic engagement project has evolved.

Through our progression to the Active 
Citizenship Initiative, Youth Ottawa is now 
working in closer partnership with the OCDSB, 
employing established young changemakers as 
Facilitators, and building deeper connections 
with community partners.  As this report will 
demonstrate, we are also having a better impact 
than ever before, and I am particularly excited 
by how much more room there is to continue 
to grow and improve on an already outstanding 
project.

Feedback from students in this report continues 
to validate the learning that informed the first 
iterations of our program.  Time, school, and 
knowledge are still the biggest barriers to youth 
civic engagement, so a program embedded into 
school curriculum continues to make the most 
sense from the perspectives of Social Returns on 
Investment (SROI), Achievement of Outcomes, 
and respect for what youth are experiencing.   
Collaborative projects, experiential learning, 
community connections, and just simply “actually 
doing something about something” that they care 
about continue to be among the biggest impact 
factors driving success.  However, youth feedback 
from work done September to December 2019 
(20 Civics classes at 9 different OCDSB locations) 
shows that employing established young change-
makers - and the deeper relationships and 
connections they developed with students - is 
becoming the single greatest impact factor for 
program success.

There are many ways that were suggested to 
improve the program, but the (by far) most 
common suggestion for improvement - that 
the program was perfect as it was and that no 
improvement was possible - demonstrates the 
value in the iterative development over time of 
this program, where each iteration is informed 
by the feedback from previous iterations.  
Deepening our touchpoints with Facilitators 
throughout the process and being more 
deliberate about structuring community partner 
challenges will be two improvements that we 
seek in programs run from February to June 2020.  
But the biggest change we will make will be to 
add a Social Enterprise program for Careers class 
- providing a complementary addendum to the 
Active Citizenship Initiative and responding to the 
second-most common critique from participants:  
more time to work on projects!

It is with great pride that I present this report 
on Youth Ottawa’s activities through the 
Active Citizenship Initiative.  It is with greater 
gratitude for the host of people - teachers, 
school administrators, community partners, 
Youth Ottawa colleagues, and youth participants 
themselves - involved in this project that I look 
to the future.  Our strength is collective, and the 
outcomes highlighted by this report are the result 
of our collective efforts.

Ian Bingeman
Executive Director
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Youth Ottawa
Key Impact Measurements 

Youth Ottawa’s principle charitable purpose is to “meaningfully 
involve children and youth in the civic lives of their communities.”  
To measure our impact with respect to our school programs 
and interventions, we track three Key Progress Indicators (KPIs): 
identity, knowledge and skills, and perceived self-efficacy.  We use 
these three indicators, because they have been shown to be both 
reflective of current achievements as well as predictive of future 
behaviours.

I see myself as a citizen with a responsibility and a willing-
ness to create a positive impact for myself and others within 
our community/ies.

Civic Identity

8

I understand the tools and tactics available for citizens to 
impact their communities, and I have developed associated 
skills.

Civic Knowledge and Skills 

I feel confident that, should I choose to do so, I can make a 
difference on the community issues that matter to me.

Civic Self-Efficacy (percieved) 

In the case of the Active Citizenship Initiative, and the DILA Program 
before it, these KPIs translate more specifically:

For the purposes of the feedback form, questions were worded 
so that Civic Identity also addressed the OCDSB exit outcome of 
Global Awareness, Civic Knowledge/Skills also address the OCDSB 
exit outcome of Academic Diversity, and Civic Self-Efficacy also 
addressed the OCDSB exit outcome of Innovation.
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Methodology
Student participants in the Action Civics Initiative (ACI) were provided 
feedback forms at the end of the eight visit program.  Questions addressed 
Youth Ottawa’s key civic engagement metrics (Civic Identity, Civic 
Knowledge, and Perceived Civic Self-Efficacy - all strong indicators of the 
likelihood of future civic engagement), the  OCDSB Exit Outcomes, and 
general feedback questions posed after all Youth Ottawa programs.  

293 out of 500 program participants provided feedback.  In order to 
reduce the amount of time per participant providing feedback, questions 
were split into Survey A (106 respondents) and Survey B (183 respondents) 
with questions on Civic Identity and general Youth Ottawa experience 
common to both Surveys.

11

Questions were posed in a “pre-post question” 
format, where students were asked to rate on a 
scale of 1 to 10 (highest) where they felt they were 
before and after starting the ACI activities.  The 
reported impacts shared below draw from the 
number of participants who reported an increase, 
the overall percentage of improvement between 
pre and post evaluations, and the qualitative data 
provided by students.

For example, students first are  asked, “On a 
scale of 1 to 10 (highest), BEFORE participating 
in the Active Citizenship Initiative, HOW MOTI-
VATED were you TO HELP OTHERS in your com-
munity?”  Participants are then immediately 
asked, “AFTER your Youth Ottawa experience, 
how MOTIVATED NOW are you to help others 
in your community?”  Students are also offered 
a space to provide a qualitative description of 

their answers.

Pre and post surveys at the start and finish of 
an intervention are generally preferable for pro-
gram evaluation.  However, we did not have 
permission for pre and post surveys from the 
OCDSB approval board on Research and Pro-
gram Evaluation for the reporting period.  Our 
“pre-post question” from was developed in con-
sultation with YouthREX as a next-best solution 
to the challenge of getting permission for pre 
and post surveys.
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By asking the question, “How motivated are you to help others,” we 
addressed two separate evaluative measures.  First, do participants see 
their Civic Identities as including active and engaged citizenship, and how 
do they respond to the active verb in the question (“to help”)?  Second, 
to the extent that helping “others” requires going beyond your own 
experience, how globally aware are participants?  

Impact on Civic Identity/
Global Awareness

Quantitative Analysis
Across all respondents and all key data splits (participants at priority 
schools and participants who registered a 5 or lower on the “before” 
question regarding civic identity/global awareness), the ACI generated 
significant statistical improvements across the board:

87%  of participants overall, 84% of participants 
at priority schools, and 73.9% of not-previously engaged 
youth) either increased their scores or maintained a very 
high initial score (8 or higher, thereby  benefiting from 
a positive reinforcement of their strong Civic Identity as 
active and engaged citizens)

BEFORE ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience AFTER ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience

On a scale of 1 (Lowest) to 10 (Highest) how motivated are you to help others?

BEFORE ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience AFTER ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience

On a scale of 1 (Lowest) to 10 (Highest) how motivated are you to help others?
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Three Key Impact Factors came through from the qualitative analysis where 
participants benefited from the ACI intervention: 

15

Qualitative Analysis

Increased awareness of community challenges issues (42 
responses) and empathy for those impacted by these challenges 
(31 responses).

E.g. “I used to neglect that it was an actual 
problem, or I would blame the people for 
being homeless. I now see that it was very 
unfair for me to think that way, because it was 
obviously not their choice.”

2)  Impact of Experiential Learning through the Active 
Citizenship initiative (15  responses).

E.g. “[My Youth Ottawa Facilitator] was so 
encouraging and made it fun and 
meaningful to create positive change in my 
community”

Increased skills (15 responses) and the sense that creating a 
difference was easier than previously thought (12 responses)

E.g. “Before, I didn’t know how and what to 
do to help others in the community. I also 
didn’t know what they need help with. Now, I 
understand the issues in our community and I 
know how I can help them”
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By asking the question, “How Confident are you that you can solve 
complex community problems,” we addressed two separate evaluative 
measures.  First, do participants perceive their future actions to be 
impactful? Have we increased their sense of Civic Self-Efficacy?  Second, to 
the extent that innovation derives from constraint (in this case of a posited 
complex community problem), we can measure participants’ readiness to 
innovate.

Impact on Civic Self-
Efficacy/Innovation

Quantitative Analysis
Across all respondents and all key data splits (participants at priority 
schools and participants who registered a 5 or lower on the “before” 
question regarding Civic Self-Efficacy/Innovation), the ACI generated 
significant statistical improvements across the board:

76%  overall, 82% of priority-school participants, 
and 70% of not-previously-engaged youth) either 
increased their scores or maintained a very high initial 
score (8 or higher, thereby  benefiting from a positive 
reinforcement of their strong Civic Self-Efficacy/Innovation)

BEFORE ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience AFTER ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience

On a scale of 1 (Lowest) to 10 (Highest)

BEFORE ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience AFTER ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience

On a scale of 1 (Lowest) to 10 (Highest)



18 19

There were three significant key impact factors (mentioned more than 3 times 
out of 20) for the impact made on increasing Civic Self-Efficacy and Innovation 
through the ACI intervention:

18

Qualitative Analysis

Participants felt better equipped to tackle community challenges 
(8 comments out of 20)

E.g. “At first I never knew how to make a 
change in the community, but after the [ACI] 
it showed me exactly how to start and how to 
make an impact,”

Increased confidence as a result of having already accomplished 
something (5 comments out of 20) 

E.g. “I am much more confident as I have 
solved problems by myself and in teams and 
was satisfied with the outcome.”

Participants realized that making a positive impact wasn’t as 
hard as they originally thought (3 comments out of 20)

E.g. “We did our small part to help the 
community, and now I see how simple that 
can be.”



20 21

Impact on Civic Knowledge/
Diverse Academic Skills:
By asking the question, “how much did you know about civic tactics/tools 
and how to use them” (e.g. surveys, coalition meetings, petitions, protests, 
town halls, public service announcements, etc.)?”, we addressed two 
separate evaluative measures.  First, how much new Civic Knowledge did 
participants encounter throughout the ACI intervention?  Second, and to 
the extent that civic skills and tactics like surveys, coalition meetings, etc... 
require diverse skill sets, how much academic diversity did participants 
draw upon in the course of creating their action plans? 

Quantitative Analysis
Across all respondents and all key data splits (participants at priority 
schools and participants who registered a 5 or lower on the “before” 
question regarding Civic Knowledge/Diverse Academic Skills, the ACI 
generated significant statistical improvements across the board:

87%  of participants overall, 90% of priority-school participants, and 
83% of not-previously-engaged youth) either increased their scores or 
maintained a very high initial score (8 or higher, thereby  benefiting from 
a positive reinforcement of their strong Civic Knowledge/Academically 
Diverse practices).

Qualitative Analysis
According to the qualitative data provided by participants, the single 
greatest impact factor for increasing civic knowledge was simply being 
exposed to the concepts and allowed to practice with them throughout 
the course of creating an action plan (20 comments out of 26)

E.g. “We used a lot of civic tactics so 
after a while I was able to understand 
what they were.”

BEFORE ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience AFTER ACI/Youth Ottawa Experience

On a scale of 1 (Lowest) to 10 (Highest) how much do you know about civic 
tactics/tools?
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OCDSB Specific 
Metrics
Metrics

Exit Outcomes 

The OCDSB was the sole funder for the Active Citizenship 
Initiative for the Reporting Period, so special consideration 
is given to their preferred metrics: student success and the 
OCDSB Exit Outcomes.

Student Success is an indicator that will be tracked 
internally to the Board, but it is a significant consideration, 
because again, the Civics/Careers courses are among the 
most failed courses in the Ontario K-12 public education 
system.

The OCDSB identifies 5 Characteristics and 5 Skill Sets that 
all students should acquire on graduation in grade 12.

Characteristics:  Collaborative, Globally Aware, Goal 
Oriented, Innovative/Creative, Resilient.

Skills: Academically Diverse, Critical Thinkers, Digitally 
Fluent, Effective Communicators, Ethical Decision Makers.

We suggest: that the Civic Identity question, “how likely 
are you to help others?”, covers both the Global Awareness 
characteristic and Ethical Decision Maker skill set; that 
the Civic Knowledge/Skills question, “what do you know 
about civic tactics/tools and how to use them?”, covers 
the Academically Diverse skill set; and that the Civic Self-
Efficacy question, “how confident are you in your ability 
to solve complex social problems?”, covers the Innovation 
Characteristic.

Here are the impacts on participants for the other 
categories, with outcomes measured by the percentage 
of participants who benefited from the ACI intervention 
(either improved or started with a high threshold for 
the characteristic or skill that was then reinforced): 

Impact on Participants
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Youth Perception of 
Programs

25

The feedback received from youth is critical to Youth Ottawa’s iterative 
program design.  If something works, and if enough youth remark on it, 
then we plan how to make it work even better.  If something is not work-
ing, and if enough youth remark on it, then we consider alterations to 
program delivery for the future.

There are five key progress indicators that we use to track whether 
or not we are succeeding with youth:

	› The “describe your Youth Ottawa experience in one word” challenge/visual

	› What key barriers exist to future engagement

	› What impact did Youth Ottawa Facilitators have on the experience?

	› What did participants most like about the intervention?

	› What would participants most like to change about the intervention?

What word would you use to describe 
your Youth Ottawa experience?

Challenging 
Impactful 

A
w

esom
e

Interesting

Change

Excellect

Educational
Engaging 

Engaging 

m
protant

Indiff
erent

Creative

Extravagant
Waste

Enticing

Fantastic
Unsure

Fun 
Effective Positive

Active
UneventfulU

nique

Boring

Mediocre Perfect

Obstacles
Unsure

The word cloud generated by participant responses to the question of “what word 
would you use to describe your Youth Ottawa experience” provide efficient, “at a 
glimpse,” measures of how we are succeeding.  In the case of the data received for 
the ACI from September to December, 2019, the positives outweigh the negatives, 
with words like “Interesting,” “Good,” “Educational,” “Informative,” and “Inspirational” 
getting the largest number of common responses. 

Creative
FineBad

Rushed
Informative
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Key barries for
future engagement
Why offer an intervention if it is only going to create barriers for participants?  
That is the question that lead Youth Ottawa to abandon one-off conferences 
and extracurricular programming in favour of ongoing and curriculum-
embedded interventions.

 Over a period of 13 years, we have consistently heard the same thing from 
youth regarding barriers to future civic engagement:  lack of time, burden 
of school, demands at work, and transportation barriers unique to Ottawa.  
To this, we have also noticed that engagement interventions reliant on 
youth volunteers create “civic opportunity gaps” whereby youth from lower 
socio-economic are effectively barred from participation.  Volunteering is a 
privilege.

Consequently, all program evaluation for Youth Ottawa interventions asks 
this question as a way of continuing to validate our common approach.  For 
the respondents to the ACI program evaluation form, here were the common 
responses:

Lack of time (78 comments out of 110), specifically manifesting in the perception of 
significant extracurricular demands through sports, homework, work and 
other duties.

E.g. “Parents and time. School takes over our lives inside and out and it’s 
hard to find or make time for literally anything other than school”

Not knowing
where to start

and/or lacking the skills to do so (28 comments out of 110)

E.g. “Students don’t have a lot of resources or connections to really start 
a change in a community. We are not taught thoroughly on how to 
effectively make an event or organize another activity that will make a 
difference.”

Financial
restrictions

(24 comments out of 110).

E.g. “Funding is a problem, most things need money to help get going and 
unfortunately I don’t have much.”

Percieved lack of 
power for youth in 
the community

(18 comments 110)

E.g. “Lack of exposure to other ethnic backgrounds might affect what 
people think of me, and therefore they might not take my genuine 
intentions to help them, seriously./lack of trust or awareness”; “not many 
people will take us seriously because we are just kids to them”

Collaborative 
projects, working
together

(62 comments 293)

E.g. “Being able to work in a group > ability to express one’s ideas > Playing 
the part as a leader alongside others.” 

Hands on learning (21 comments 293)

E.g. “I really liked when we had our finished project and we presented.”

The facilitators (18 comments 293)

E.g. “The personality of the people running the program with us were 
amazing and vibrant. They were very transparent with us.”

Overall experience (15 comments 293)

E.g. “It was very fun and I looked forward to the class because it was 
different and exciting.”

After the eight weeks with Youth Ottawa, we asked the students what they would change about 
the ACI program. The most frequent response was that they wanted more time to work on their 
project. Many students had no suggestions for the betterment of our program. 

A few students expressed they wanted the program to be more engaging for everyone by 
selecting a social issue that interested the entire class.  This is a comment that we have heard 
many times, but the lowest outcomes in our program evaluation occur where students pursue 
their own individual projects, and we should also recognize that the most commonly identified 
impact factor for the program’s success was the collaborative nature of the projects.  This 
comment, and others like it, serve as a reminder to be diligent about finding points of entry 
for all learners into the project.  For example, if you don’t “really care that much about mental 
health,” then perhaps there is a role for you doing a task that you are really good at, or in serving 
as a “devil’s advocate/quality control” function within the broader project.  Well-structured and 
intentioned dissent often produces better products and projects!

Consequently, all program evaluation for Youth Ottawa interventions asks this question as a 
way of continuing to validate our common approach.  For the respondents to the ACI program 
evaluation form, here were the common responses:

TOP LIKES
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Impact on 
perception of school
Impact

Testimonials 

The students who took part in the ACI program were asked how 
this program has impacted their perception of school. The most 
frequent answers were that it made their civics and careers class 
more interesting and that they enjoyed being able to experience 
more hands-on learning. Although, a few students expressed 
that they didn’t consider the activity to be part of the school 
curriculum. Furthermore, some of the youth expressed that 
even though the Youth Ottawa program had a positive impact 
on one of their classes (Civics), it didn’t change the curriculum 
or teaching approach in their other classes. As a result, it didn’t 
change their overall school experience.

“Because even though this whole project was fun, we come 
back to school after it’s all done and not much has really 
changed in our class activities”

“it made the class more interesting presenting to the class” 
“I looked forward to the class we had with our Youth Ottawa 
facilitator because it was different from anything ive ever 
done before in school”

“I think that it gave us something out[side] of the textbook to 
do, which was nice.”

“I didn’t really associate it with school because it felt like more 
of an extracurricular activity than a school class.”



Fighting Climate change
at Glebe Collegiate 

Students at Glebe Collegiate took part in the Active Citizenship Initiative 
during the 2019 Semester. 25 students from Cindy Savards civics class 
decided to tackle the issue of Climate Change.  They organized an 
environmental fair for younger kids at Mutchmor Elementary School. 
Students wanted to educate the future about the impacts of climate 
change and to share concrete actions they can apply on a daily basis.

They planned climate change oriented games and workshops to teach 
the kids in a fun way that included a science experiment related to climate 
change, a vegan cooking activity and storytelling about Climate Change 
awareness. 

Action Plans

Students followed the Action Civics Initiative curriculum headed by Youth 
Ottawa faciliatator Melanie St-Martin. The class was divided in 4 teams 
(research, planning, timeline, letter to the admin and promotion.) The 4 
teams them prepared a workshop on their chosen area and did a practice 
in class presenting their workshops to each other. 

Students also worked with community member Elyse McCann from 
EnviroCentre who ran a presentation for the class on Climate Change. 

“The program had an enormous impact on my students 
motivation to become a model for younger kids.They felt they 
could make a difference, they grew confidence in their capacity 
and they learned what civic engagement meant. They realized 
that they were part of a system where they could have a real 
impact in their community.”

The students from Glebe attended the Youth Action Showcase in 
December 2019. The young change-makers with matched with 
community leaders and presented their Climate Change project.  

The students were really proud of their projects. Important 
people showed interest in their initiative, their ideas were 
not just promoted but also meaningful for adults. One of the 
students at the Youth Action Showcase felt confident enough 
and took the initiative to speak up in the microphone!”

Youth Action Showcase
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Youth Action Showcase
Youth Ottawa’s Youth Action Showcase Series serves as a celebration of 
projects created through our civic engagement programming.  In the case of 
ACI projects reported on here, students gathered on December 17th, 2019 
for an event that is a cross between a science fair and speed-dating event - 
but for ACI civic engagement projects and matching youth change-makers 
with community leaders like Mayor Jim Watson, MPP Joel Harden, Senator 
Peter Boehm, Superintendents and Principals from the OCDSB, and grassroots 
community leaders.

The idea behind the Showcase is to turn the tables (literally) on youth 
engagement events.  Our belief is that youth don’t need to be inspired by 
others to become active and engaged citizens for their communities.  Instead, 
once we open up opportunities for them to contribute their time, talents, 
and innovative ideas to issues that they already care about, they provide the 
inspiration for others.

The Showcase also gives us an opportunity to test the ACI’s impact at a two 
month remove from the intervention (most students presenting at the 
Showcase were pitching projects that wrapped in late October).

Comparison of ACI Impact 
to Past Outcomes:
The ACI is a new project for the OCDSB, but it continues Youth Ottawa’s tradition 
of working with youth on civic engagement projects through Civics Classes.  
When we compare the results of the ACI to past experiences, we are achieving 
the desired outcomes at a higher rate than before.

“I wasn’t confident in my abilities to make a 
change, but after doing and  completing the 
project, I have more confidence in myself to 
[make] change”

“The positive feedback and motivation from 
community leaders really pushed us and built 
our confidence”

“The project helped to show that students 
and kids can have an impact and adults are 
listening.”
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