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Evaluation of a Leadership Program for First Nation, Métis and Inuit Youth: Stories of Positive Youth Development and Community Engagement



Introduction
In Canada, many health disparities exist between First Nations, Métis and Inuit (FNMI) youth and their non-Aboriginal peers. These are exhibited in a broad range of health and social indicators such as lower academic success (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, 2014), developmental disabilities (Fuchs, Burnside, Marchenski & Mudry, 2005; Werk, Cui & Tough, 2013), and inflated rates of some mental health issues such as attention deficit disorder (Baydala, et al., 2006), mood disorder (Lemstra, et al., 2011) and suicide (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998). These difficulties experienced by FNMI youth are the result of Canadian policies targeted at the cultural genocide of FNMI peoples (Truth and Reconciliation Council (TRC), 2015), including the restriction of language and cultural practices, and the division of families and communities. The policies designed to oppress the FNMI people of Canada originated in the 1800s and included the establishment of reserves, the criminalization of ceremonial practices, the development of aggressive child welfare policies and the creation of residential schools (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996). Residential schools, designed to “civilize” FNMI children and youth, have had one of the most negative impacts on this population: “Many students were permanently damaged by residential schools. Separated from their parents, they grew up knowing neither respect nor affection. A school system that mocked and suppressed their families’ cultures and traditions destroyed their sense of self-worth.” (TRC, 2015, p. 3). These discriminatory practices continue today, for example, the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal recently shared a ruling that found FNMI families receive less support for welfare services on-reserve than in other parts of the country (Globe and Mail, 2016).
To enhance the health and well-being of FNMI youth, researchers have recommended that interventions use a strengths-based approach that acknowledges contextual risk factors and places an emphasis on individual potential (Crooks, Chiodo & Thomas, 2010a) and empowerment (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; Kirmayer, Simpson & Cargo, 2003). Positive youth development (PYD) is a promising approach for at-risk youth that places a focus on empowerment and community development. This approach recognizes that both individual and environmental factors affect development (Lerner, et al., 2006) and it advocates for the development of assets in youth to increase positive outcomes such as enhanced functioning, well-being and success (Benson, 1997; Lerner, et al., 2006; Roth, Brooks-Gunn, Murray & Foster, 1998). The PYD focus on community development is particularly relevant for FNMI youth since their culture is based on communocentric values (Kirmayer, Tait & Simpson, 2009). Furthermore, PYD programming that incorporates leadership development has begun to show promising impacts in the FNMI population (Crooks, Chiodo, Thomas & Hughes (2010b); Crooks, et al., 2015; Ritchie, Wabano, Russell, Enosse & Young, 2014).The purpose of this article is to examine the perceived multi-level impacts of a PYD program designed to increase leadership skills in FNMI youth through an exploration of youth and CM experiences.
The PYD approach was developed as a result of advancements in child and youth mental health (Lerner, et al., 2005). New research suggested that risky behaviours in youth were inter-related and often preceded negative outcomes (Dryfoos, 1990) and interventions targeted at decreasing risk behaviours were not successful in helping youth develop the necessary assets to succeed (Benson, 1997; Scales & Leffert, 2004). Moreover, the concept of PYD has developed in part as a result of developmental systems theory, which suggests that reciprocal relationships exist between individuals and their contexts (Lerner, et al., 2005). When there is a mutually positive interaction between an individual and their context, healthy development can occur (Agans, et al., 2014). Despite the potential of using PYD programming within FNMI communities, researchers have also cautioned its application since it is an approach that was developed using mainstream populations and concepts and may not accurately frame the developmental realities experienced by FNMI youth (Parent, 2011; Hayhurst & Giles, 2013).
Furthermore, researchers have suggested youth leadership development is an important component of effective PYD programs (Hellison, Martinek & Walsh, 2008; Lerner, et al., 2006; Zeldin & Camino, 1999). MacNeil (2006), defines leadership as “a relational process combining ability (knowledge, skills, and talents) with authority (voice, influence, and decision making power) to positively influence and impact diverse individuals, organizations, and communities” (p.29). However, research suggests that the concept of leadership is understood differently within an aboriginal context. In their study, Julien, Wright and Zinni (2010) interviewed 15 FNMI leaders within public and private sector organizations. Participants had a range of community backgrounds including Métis, Mikmaq, Iroquois, Ojibwa and Mohawk. All of the participants shared an FNMI concept of leadership that emphasized service. They understood leadership as a communal and iterative process whereby many individuals fill leadership roles and then pass them along to others. One of the participants provided an analogy to describe the communal nature of leadership: “If you watch the buffalo, one will go over the cliff and they will all follow. Geese are different. Everyone takes a turn leading the formation” (p. 120). The FNMI leaders also used a long-term perspective in their decision making and apply the “seven generations” concept to create a time frame for their intended impacts.
Related to leadership, community empowerment and self-determination has been identified as a very important influence on the health and well-being of FNMI communities. Chandler and Lalonde (1998; 2009) collected data on 196 FNMI bands in British Columbia regarding suicide rates and cultural continuity (a variable that represents the extent to which communities have control over community affairs, such as self-government). They found that communities with more cultural continuity, or communities who were more empowered, had significantly lower youth suicide rates than communities that did not. Other researchers have also documented reduced suicide rates in response to community activism in an Inuit population (Kral, 2012).
Researchers have identified that there is a need for more studies that examine leadership within FNMI communities (Julien, et al., 2010) and that there is a lack of research that examines youth leadership development (Gould & Voelker, 2012; MacNeil, 2006). However, researchers are beginning to demonstrate positive outcomes in leadership programming for FNMI youth. For example, Crooks et al. (2010b) conducted an evaluation of the First Nations Cultural Leadership Course, a peer mentoring program that incorporates cultural activities within a course component and conferences for grade eight students. The goal of the program was to increase school engagement and ease transition into secondary school. They collected data regarding the mentees academic achievement and found that their school performance improved. They also found that the program demonstrated good attendance, high rates of retention and peer mentors expressed enjoyment of their leadership roles. 
In another study, Ritchie and colleagues (2014) evaluated the outdoor adventure leadership experience, a 10-day canoe expedition designed to develop life skills. Results indicated that participants demonstrated significantly increased resilience from pre- to post-intervention, however these gains were not maintained at follow-up. Researchers speculated that decreased scores may have been the result of influences related to being back in the family context. 
Galipeau and Giles (2014) used a case study approach to examine the Alberta’s Future Leaders (AFL) program, a sport-based leadership program. This initiative is implemented primarily by mentors from mainstream ethnicity and uses sport and recreation to develop leadership skills for FNMI youth. Applying a Foucauldian analysis, they found that the program is influenced by two discourses: mentors can help to lead Indigenous youth away from a negative life path and leadership development is possible for all youth. They also argued that the program may be perpetuating hegemonic relationships due to the lack of acknowledgement of cultural differences.  
The Fourth R: Uniting Our Nations is an initiative designed to promote healthy relationships, cultural connectedness and academic success for FNMI youth (Crooks, et al., 2015). The initiative incorporates multiple programs, including school-based mentorship, culturally relevant conferences and leadership programming. Using a case study design, Crooks and colleagues found that the initiatives had an impact on participant’s relationships, sense of belonging, academic success, confidence and leadership.
There is a need for more qualitative research that examines leadership programming with FNMI youth. The proposed study extends previous research as the identified program involves FNMI community members as program leaders. This study captures their perspectives and experiences related to the program, as well as participant perceptions.
The program of focus for this research is a youth leadership program developed by the Sport for Development organization, Right to Play. The organization originated in 1994 as Olympic Aid, an initiative that involved Olympic athletes to promote fundraising efforts to support communities in developing regions. They began independently implementing programs in the year 2000 and now have a presence in 21 countries across Africa, Asia, the Middle East, North and Central America. The Promoting Life-skills in Aboriginal Youth (PLAY) program commenced operations in 2010 and has since expanded to 57 FNMI communities across Ontario and Manitoba. 
This program includes several initiatives, including the Youth Leadership Program (YLP), which places a focus on developing youth advocacy skills. The YLP is designed to enhance community relationships, increase positive healthy behaviours and decrease risk-taking behaviours in youth. The program is implemented over the course of the academic year (September – June) and uses experiential learning  as an educational approach. Although the program was not designed using an evidence-based approach, the program was built on several components that include mentorship, community event planning and implementation, weekly programming and on-going assessment. Programming generally takes place twice a week after school and is implemented by Community Mentors (CM). These individuals are community members primarily of Indigenous heritage, and they are responsible for frontline service provision. Within these roles, they facilitate skill-building energizers and learning activities that help youth take ownership of program activities and to identify and pursue program goals through the design and implementation of community events. Spearheaded by an Indigenous Director of the PLAY program and in response to feedback from CMs, the Right to Play staff also developed an Indigenous Knowledge guide. This manual was designed to be used in collaboration with community Elders and cultural leaders to support the incorporation of FNMI cultural traditions into program activities. The program logic model also includes short-term outcomes related to CM knowledge, skills, attitudes and behaviours. For more details regarding the program, see (Halsall & Forneris, accepted).
Need for the Study
There is an identified need for more evaluation that examines contextual factors within PYD interventions (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak & Hawkins, 2004; Larson, 2006; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Zarrett, et al., 2009) and for research that applies methods that are complementary to FNMI traditions (Usborne & Taylor, 2010). Specifically, researchers have argued that there is a need for more research that places an emphasis on local knowledge (Kay, 2009; Whitley, Hayden & Gould, 2015). Furthermore, researchers have recommended that in light of the importance of the traditional value of respect, evaluations with Indigenous people should focus on individual strengths to identify growth: “Within the traditional concepts of the living universe and relationship, respect is a moral imperative... This core value of respect requires that the uniqueness of every person be honoured by valuing his or her gifts” (Lafrance & Nichols, 2010, p.23). Recognizing the potential for applying a PYD approach to interventions with FNMI youth and the need for more program evaluations that examine contextual influences in leadership programming, this article examines the perceived impacts of the YLP through a qualitative approach. 
Methods
Evaluation Design
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of the CMs and the youth through their participation in the YLP program.  In evaluation, research questions are often driven by stakeholder needs and methods should facilitate the utilization of findings (Patton, 2002). Researchers recommend the use of a formative approach when evaluating programs that are in the early stages of implementation rather than demonstrate impact (Chen, 2005; Patton, 2010). As such, this study used a qualitative approach to explore perceived outcomes. 
A constructionist epistemology informed this study, which suggests that knowledge is constructed through social exchanges (Crotty, 1998; Sparkes & Smith, 2008) and highlights environmental influences (Patton, 2002; Schwandt, 2000), such as community dynamics, cultural frame and geographic climate. Patton (2015) argues that a constructionist evaluator identifies that diverse program stakeholders have distinct experiences of a program and maintain their own individual perspectives. Recognizing this, it is important to apply an approach that is designed to better understand their diverse realities. In order to capture this range of experiences, this evaluation included participants from the staff and client stakeholder groups. Story-telling is an important mode of knowledge sharing for FNMI communities (Julien, et al., 2010; Blodgett, Schinke, Smith, Peltier, & Pheasant, 2011). In order to align with this tradition, this evaluation facilitates the sharing of stories about individual experiences through the use of semi-structured interviews that emphasize thick description and personal understanding (Patton, 2002).Finally, qualitative exploratory research is well-equipped to provide rich descriptions of local perspective and in doing so, describes an important component of impact and provides an opportunity to promote decolonization (Kay, 2009). 
Participants and Procedures
	In order to collect data, the lead researcher attended five Community Mentor Trainings and one Youth Symposium. These events are opportunities for formalized education of staff, as well as to develop relationships between Right to Play staff, CMs and youth from across the program locations. She also visited with two communities. The Community Mentor Trainings included CMs from all communities. The Youth Symposium, included youth and CM representatives from northern (north of Nipissing) and fly-in communities. The two community visits were to southern communities. All communities were invited to participate, however there were challenges obtaining parental consent for the youth. A total of 22 research participants were interviewed. This included 12 CMs and ten youth. Nine of these participants were male, and the individuals were from 16 different communities across Ontario. Interview participants are identified by codes (CM = CM, Youth = Y). 
Qualitative semi-structured interviews were used to collect the data. Patton (2002) suggests that this form of interview is well-suited to learn about individual perceptions regarding experience. The interview guide for the CMs included questions about their general experience (e.g. How was your experience being a CM in the YLP? Any stories/examples?) and perceived impacts (What was your greatest success?) Interview guides for youth included questions regarding their experience in the program (What kinds of things do you do at program?), their satisfaction with program activities (What do you like best about the program?) and their perceived impacts (Has anything about you changed because of coming to the program?).
The researchers used a thematic analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006) in order to derive meaning from the data. Audio recordings were transcribed verbatim and loaded into the QSR NVivo program. Preliminary analyses were conducted after the first round of interviews and codes were adjusted and revised as more data were collected in subsequent rounds of interviews. Research team members reviewed themes and provided feedback regarding theme descriptions and relationships. CMs also provided feedback regarding the accuracy of the analysis and offered advice regarding the best application of findings with regard to utilization and stakeholder communications.
This research was a part of a larger study designed to examine programming to promote FNMI youth development. Within this research, multiple designs were used to examine issues related to implementation, outcomes, stakeholder involvement and community development. Throughout this study, the researchers attempted to follow the OCAP principles (Ownership, Control, Access and Possession) as closely as possible. For example, a research advisory committee composed of researchers, program representatives and Indigenous leaders guided the research in order to improve relevance, accountability and to prioritize community needs. These individuals met with the research team multiple times and gave feedback and suggestions to guide the design, methods and ways to interpret the data. For example, a standardized measure to examine cultural identity was removed from an earlier design in order to allow for a more open-ended, community-based exploration of culture. Since much of this research was conducted outside of community at program trainings, we identified the collective of CMs as a “community” as well. This was based on the understanding that service organizations can represent a community of interest with shared values and experiences (CIHR, NSERC, SSHRC, 2014; McHugh & Kowalski, 2009).
With regards to trustworthiness, the method of flexible lists (Sparkes & Smith, 2014) was applied to highlight the quality of research. The determination of quality through flexible lists allows researchers to use criteria for assessing trustworthiness that are not pre-determined prior to the commencement of the study (Sparkes & Smith, 2009). Researchers have argued that the benefit of applying flexible lists allows the researcher to develop criteria during the implementation of a study and facilitates creativity and innovation (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). With this method, we were able to identify several criteria that draw from Tracy’s (2010) ''Big-Tent'' model, including worthy topic, credibility and significant contribution. The topic of this research is of significant importance given the critical challenges that face FNMI youth (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998; Turner, 2014) and the need for strengths-based program evaluations with FNMI communities (Lafrance & Nichols, 2010).  Credibility is established through the thick description provided by the participants’ accounts of their experiences. Furthermore it is reinforced through member reflections on the preliminary findings and triangulation between the interview data and participant observation at the events and within communities. Significant contribution is provided through the practical applicability of the findings to the current program context as well as to related research and policy.
Results
	The data analysis resulted in three major themes: 1) positive impacts on the youth, 2) enhanced growth of CMs and 3) increased community participation. These three themes describe the perceived program effects that relate to the youth, CM and community levels.
Positive Impacts on the Youth
The CMs and youth shared many stories about a broad spectrum of perceived positive outcomes experienced by the youth which are described in the following four subthemes: Increased Engagement, Enhanced Relationships, Life Skill Development and Confidence.
Increased engagement. One of the perceived youth outcomes that represented a more preliminary program achievement was engagement, both in the program and the community. At the start of the YLP program many of the CMs really struggled in involving youth participants on a regular basis. Many had to implement programming for extended periods of time before they began to see regular participants in their activities. One CM discussed the barriers that some youth are dealing with in their lives and the length of time it can take to really get someone engaged in the program. He also felt that the consistent engagement of youth was one of his greatest achievements within the program. The findings regarding increased engagement represent an early progression for youth that is typical in the early stages of youth programming involvement.
 I had a few [youth participants] that I had such a hard time with, but they kept coming…it took almost that whole year for them to open up and to be a part of a group and to show that they enjoy themselves and not be a disturbance…But it happened and I'm really glad that it did because they turned into awesome, awesome key roles in the program…The greatest success that I would say right now is the commitment I have from those 11 students. Because they've been working since the summertime so they've had approximately six months of the commitment for the Pow Wow. (CM1)
	Some CMs acknowledged that some of their youth had come a long way in taking the first steps to participating in a program designed to make positive community contributions. Some of the youth had been involved in very anti-social activities and to remove themselves from those situations and begin placing their energy into positive contributions was a significant personal development. One CM shared a story about a young boy in her program and the obstacles he has overcome.
I have this one young lad, he is really hardcore. He’s been involved in gangs, and bullying, and beating people up. You know, a really tough guy… And it took me about six months to get this kid into the program right? Now he never ever misses it. And the one thing I was told was that he also brought another boy to our sessions, and they used to have a gang, but now the gang has split up, because these two boys are with Right to Play. (CM2)
Along with increases in program engagement, the CMs also reported that many of the youth who were participating in the YLP program also started to engage in school more as well. As one CM shared: 
[Youth name] is like, she used to be a bad ass… suspended once a week, all year. Kicked out of almost every high school there was, you know what I mean? Barely any credits. She was bad, it was bad. Now, she’s gotten 4 credits last semester. Her attendance has sky-rocketed. And yeah, she’s doing good this semester, so it’s like a huge change in her. (CM10)
Enhanced relationships. Many of the youth and CMs felt that relationship development was an important outcome of the program. Some of the youth felt that this was one of the best parts of the participating in their group. “I think it’s just coming out, like with a bunch of people and just gathering together and having fun, basically. That’s what I like about it” (Y6). Another youth expressed the following: 
What I like best is that it’s like, the kids that have come here, we’ve just developed such a close bond, we’re so comfortable… having that close friendship with the regular people that come is like, I don’t know, it’s like there’s always somewhere to turn to.  (Y4)
	Some youth shared stories about other participants’ personal growth as a result of the relationships they developed in the program.
My brother is actually here, [Youth name], and he never used to talk to people that much. He just like zones out and stuff. But now he's like starting to make a lot of friends and he's like talking a lot, having fun. (Y1)
	CMs also felt that relationship building was an important outcome from the program. One shared his perspective regarding how his youth developed friendships and a group identity that they would not have had without being part of the YLP. By sharing the same group sweater or t-shirts, this group belonging extended outside of the program environment, at their local school. The youth were able to proudly display their group identity among their peers at school and this helped to strengthen the bond they shared.
So, when we have a group like Right to Play, and we all have our sweaters and things like that, it brings them closer friendships. Like some of them, like within the first year, there was a few, maybe 3 or 4 months in, they start taking the bus in. People that they’ve lived beside their whole lives and then they start taking the bus together, sitting on the bus together, eating lunch together at school. And then we got t-shirts and everything, and they’re wearing their t-shirts at school and they’re wearing their sweaters and they’re talking to these people and the whole social net. It all brought them together. (CM10)
	Some youth also shared that, although they knew many of the other youth in the program before it started, they only became friends as a result of participation “like [Youth name], I knew her, I didn’t really talk to her much, but now she’s one of my good friends. Same with [Other youth name]. And it helps, made a bunch of new friends” (Y5).
Life skill development. Many of the outcomes discussed by the CMs and youth related to life skill development that resulted from participating in program activities. Researchers have defined life skills as ‘‘those skills that enable individuals to succeed in the different environments in which they live such as school, home and in their neighborhoods’’ (Danish, Forneris, Hodge & Heke, 2004, p. 40). In this case, program activities created opportunities for youth to practice skills that would be useful for them in their everyday lives, such as such as taking responsibility, goal setting, and public speaking. The skills the youth obtained also reflected an ordered progression of engagement, whereby skills developed earlier in the program were often examples of early learning and becoming adapted to community involvement, whereas later on, the youth were able to take more responsibility and were more capable of driving program objectives and coordinating complex community events.
In the program, the youth are provided incremental opportunities to make decisions and take control of program activities. This allowed the youth to progressively take on more responsibility.
I think this program’s unique. What I really like about it is, I’m not making the decisions, it’s the kids, the youth who are making the decisions. So it’s not like me saying ‘ok, in 2 weeks, let’s run a hockey tournament’ it’s more that I do a lot of exercises with the kids, and like we’ve got that one thing, with bullying, the bullying issue, so ‘what kind of events or activities can YOU run for people in your community to help prevent these sorts of things?’ So it’s more or less, the youth are the ones who are taking ownership (CM2)
The youth also expressed how the program had an impact on taking responsibility as they were the ones always making the decisions and not the CMs. “When we plan events, you have to make decisions then, like the date, what are the prices, what’s going on” (Y6).
Many of the youth explained that many of the skills they developed were related to planning and supervising events. For example, one youth stated “I learned… how to set up programs and stuff, like doing the basketball program, counting money, and stuff” (Y7). While another youth shared how event planning developed other capacities, such as the ability to work as a team and communications skills:
I guess it has helped me become a better leader. Like our events that we have held, they’ve gotten better because we’ve learned a lot, by planning the stuff… I guess it’s not so much leadership, but like communication and working as a team and being able to bring everyone together to work as a team. So we just do different stuff that helps communication and working with other people more and not just being like a one man show. (Y5)
It was evident from the CMs that the youth were successful in developing these skills as they discussed how the youth, particularly those who had been involved in the program longer,  were able to run complex activities and take charge of younger participants. One CM shared “My 5, 6 and 7s and 8s, actually run now the after-school program. They organize the games with the youth because with the after-school stuff that we do runs from grade 3s, to grade 8s” (CM3). While another CM explained, “Running the events over and over… that’s just how it is now, ‘We [the youth] are going to run an event. I’m responsible for it.’ So they take on the role” (CM10).
Moreover, one CM talked about how it is important to build mutual trust with his youth to take responsibility. He shared a story of how we was called away from a fundraiser and left his youth in charge of the money. He was pleasantly surprised by how they took responsibility for the event.
I ended up coming back after the BINGO was over and the kids had already come together as a full group and run the canteen themselves and dealt with the money and stuff like that and everything was good and accounted for... And I was really amazed and I was really happy and it was one of those times, um that I really... I was impressed by the trust that I can give them. (CM1)
	Some of the youth also learned to take responsibility for and contribute to the well-being of others. Some youth talked about how they would try to teach their siblings the values they were learning in the program, like setting a good example and encouraging them to be more active: “I gained a lot, like a lot. Things that I can learn, and do it on my brothers, like show them how to do things and teach them and stuff. Like, I try to be a good role model” (Y7). Similarly, another youth shared how he would encourage his brother to be more active, “I always go to my mom’s and my little brother is always sitting inside playing video games and try and get them to come outside and play ball hockey or basketball or something” (Y5).
As mentioned above, one of the other life skills the youth developed within the program is goal setting. Many of the program activities revolved around a planning stage and then an implementation stage. It was necessary for youth to set goals before each of their community events. The youth would then work towards these goals through fundraising and event planning. One CM talked about how this process unfolds using an example of a field trip.
We give them something else to look at and to do, right? And that was with the program. We gave them something consistent, something structured, gave them something else to believe in, something else to think about, we gave them some dreams. Because they’re thinking about, ‘You know what, I’d like to go to Canada’s Wonderland.’ As an example. So, now that they have the opportunity and that carrot sitting there that they can go to Canada’s Wonderland. Now they’re not thinking about video games. They’re thinking about how to get there and how we’re going to raise the money to make that happen. (CM9)
	In addition, some of the events the youth were planning involved long-term goal setting and planning to implement.
I think our major one [community event] was our powwow in June that we organized. The whole YLP group organized it, it took us like the whole year to fundraise and come up with all the money and plan this whole thing out. (Y8)
Another skill practiced within the YLP program is public speaking. This is an important skill as it imparts the ability to communicate your opinion to others as well as to provide the opportunity to influence others to believe in your perspective. One CM talked about how they scaffolded this skill so that the youth would have the opportunity to practice in front of increasingly broad audiences
They’re ok talking in front of our group. And sometimes we’ll bring guests in, so now they’re talking in front of someone else. And then they tell me, ‘Oh I got 100% on my presentation at school’. Like awesome, because they do it here! (CM10)
One youth discusses how she improved her public speaking skills and demonstrates also how she is able to cope with stress and learn from her performance experiences. She expresses that she knows there is a learning curve to improving public speaking skills and that her nervousness will sometimes come back. She is able to rationalize her stressful experience and look positively at the next opportunity to perform.
I think I’ve really learned to speak in public. I was never able to do that. I’d be standing there and I just wouldn’t speak, my face would just… I could just feel the blood draining from my face but now it’s just like ‘this is easy!’… There’ll be those odd times when it happens to me and I’ll be like ‘oh, that just happened to me again’. Then I’d just get over it and be like ‘there’ll be a different time, I’ll do better next time. (Y8)
Confidence. Many of the activities within the program provided skill building opportunities so that the youth were able to improve their abilities and feel more confident. They were also provided with opportunities to share their perspective and influence programming decisions so that they felt that their opinion was valuable: “I’ve become more comfortable, I don’t know how to describe it. I just be more comfortable with even helping other people and speaking in front of people” (Y5). One CM talked about how her youth feel really accomplished and proud when they complete an event.
What I’ve noticed is they take things much more seriously. And when it’s all over and done, they seem so extremely proud of themselves. Like, each time you do an event, afterwards, there’s such a positive outcome. They’re so proud of themselves, they’re like ‘I did that!’ And then they want to do more, which is great. (CM2)
One CM shared a story about how his youth felt much more confident after participating in the program for a few months. When he first came, the youth were not comfortable enough to share their ideas and contribute meaningfully to program development. After a few months, they became confident enough to become active participants and to become involved in directing a complex and high profile community event. 
When I first came and they were shut down quiet, wouldn't say 'booty' or anything. And now we're in January and last week we were planning a huge intergenerational event for the community and they were popping out, sticking their hands up and giving answers on what they want to do and how they need to get to it. (CM3)
Similarly, another CM shared a story about one of his youth who was too anxious to leave her own home for a period of time and who later was able to perform a short presentation in front of a large group of strangers:
They got up in front of 120 people and 80 of which were their age. They said their names, where they’re from and a few things that were interesting about their community. So, to me, just watching that was one of those proud moments when I just think back to when they said ‘there's no effin way I’m going to do that’…  Like one of them at one time had a problem where, uh, I didn’t see her for a while and apparently she was like in her room for pretty much two weeks… She didn't have it in her to face the music, whatever it was that happened…  So she would go to the kitchen to eat and she would go to the bathroom and she would be in her room. And that’s the only place she felt comfortable. (CM1)
Another youth shared her experience of how just being a part of the group helped her to realize her value: “You know your worth more, when you’re here in this program. When you have people looking out for you and caring for you and telling you right from wrong. It’s like, yeah, you definitely know you’re worth more” (Y4).
Another shared her experience of how the program helped to build her confidence and expand her social network.
[I learned] to be more outgoing and enthusiastic, because I wasn’t like that before the program. I wasn’t very out there. I was more like, keep to myself, be quiet and just don’t talk to anybody pretty much. I had like my own little group of friends like maybe just the four of us. That was like… I only had four friends. And those were the only people that I would talk to outside of my house. (Y8)
Enhanced Growth of Community Mentors
The program also had impacts on many of the CMs. These individuals are members of their community and were often closely connected with the youth in the program and affected by local events. Many of the CMs felt deeply satisfied by their work and the role they played in supporting their youth participants. Some of them shared how rewarding they found their experience. As a result two subthemes were identified, including skill development and improved relationships. 
Skill-development. The majority of the CMs were youth workers who were involved in recreation programming. When discussing with the CMs their overall experience in the program it was very evident that they had developed a sense of fulfilment in having overcome challenges and being able to support the youth in their community. They were also able to develop some practical skills of their own through the implementation of the program. The YLP was implemented in a staged approach whereby new CMs worked with a more structured model and more experienced CMs were allowed to have more flexibility with program activities. As such, many of the CMs learned about program design as they became more experienced in the YLP: “[We] become better facilitators, understand ourselves more, understand the youth more. We’re building something, and I think that’s a feat in itself” (CM9).
We started off doing practicals, learning how to facilitate and critiquing each other, and stuff like that. And that’s what we started off doing… When it comes to this, we’ve graduated and we’re at a point where we get to design our own program. Because, in a sense, we’ve mastered that module-type situation… so now we get to design it ourselves. (CM1)
Within the program, there were some examples of former youth leaders who had been hired as CMs, as well as CMs who were promoted to Program Officers. These individuals were able to expand on their skill sets and take on positions within the organization of increasing responsibility. One of the CMs talked about how the CMopportunities for advancement. Through this progression, local CMs and their communities would have increasing control over the program direction, promoting community empowerment and self-determination.
They need to be brought to another level, where they’re the ones that are organizing the trainings and then you just keep building on top of that… what that looks like, I don’t know, whether that’s saying, you here in (Name of Community) , you’re going to host a training for, you know, 6 of the communities around here… and you’re going to have a program officer, you’ll have staff to help you out, but it’s your training, like it’s your training. So you need to design it, you need to create it, what are the important skills, what are the essential skills you’re teaching... In a way too, it’s also handing over everything, right? (CM12)
Improved relationships. Many CMs benefited from developing relationships with other CMs within the program. This was particularly helpful for them when they were dealing with stressful situations or looking for support in overcoming program challenges. Many of these relationships were built during the CM trainings.
We always had the idea that, you know, we’re stuck out in Brantford at this Tim Horton’s camp for a week, with no civilization. And we joke around, I mean, we used to make the best out of it. We used to just play games, and have fun, and really get to know each other. (CM2)
Another CM discussed how sharing the challenges they were all facing at the trainings really helped bring the group together to be a stronger support system for one another:
I realized that everybody here [at the CM training] is having the same problem. That’s why I felt like, I just let it out. I was kind of hiding it, containing it. I was thinking ‘Oh man, I’m probably the one that’s doing the worst job here’. But after I’ve seen all that, I felt better. I thought it was just me but, everybody is going through it, so it was more of a big support system. (CM4)
Similarly, another CM stated:
Even with myself, one of the mentors, opened my eyes to one of my own struggles I was having, without, without even knowing it… And I mean, we build relationships here too, it’s amazing. So, it’s great for us as well. (CM3)
	Some CMs built on their relationship to create partnerships between their communities. Their youth would come together and facilitate events on a regular basis.
In [names of two communities], who did a tri-sport together after the youth symposium action plan and now they meet up every other week and they do sports together and they live about 45 minutes away. They basically took it to the next level where they were doing something and incorporating the youth on a regular basis using their own resources from the community. Same with [names of two other communities] who regularly combine their activities. (CM12)
Increased Community Participation
The program was not intended to affect youth in isolation. It was designed to also have an impact on the greater community. As a result it was not surprising to see that a theme that emerged was related to the community and was comprised of two subthemes. This was demonstrated in terms of the realization of an increased sense of community and greater partnerships among community members.
Increased sense of community. The CMs discussed how the events created through the YLP created space for community members to be together and share an experience together and enjoy each other’s company.
It has a sense of community, like we can all come together and no one’s really uncomfortable with coming and sitting at a table with whoever shows up beside them. They know who it is. They’re not afraid to talk to people, or talk to whoever’s coming in. So it’s kind of like everyone’s always looking for a reason to get together and go out and do something. So when we do events, it’s nice to see them come out and just be relaxed and having a reason to come out. So the more events we can create, the more people can get out to be with each other, rather than just being in their family. Because it brings all the community members together, all the families together really. (CM10)
In addition, CMs spoke about how the process of having the youth plan and coordinate the events brought the community closer as the community members were able to witness the positive contributions the youth were making to the community. Furthermore, these events create a forum for all ages to come together, including youth, adults and elders. 
Us being out in the community during BINGO - there’s elders, there’s community members, there’s even people from outside of the community, who come in to play BINGO and stuff like that. To see the youth in action: working, counting money, serving people, and just kind of, doing something. They can see what’s going on. There’s not a time that they’re wondering what they’re doing, because the youth are right in front of them. So there’s no negative talk about the youth, when they’re right there doing positive things. (CM1)
Greater partnership among community members. Another community outcome that was facilitated by the YLP program was community partnerships. Some of these partnerships were informal, involving voluntary contributions from individual community members. For example, CMs shared stories about community members providing support through the provision of transportation and building a venue.
In one of my communities, the kids in (name of community), the bus takes them home after school and you know, they’re spread out away from the school where they live... Well you know, the bus driver volunteered to take them back after the program is done, and you know, she’s off-duty. (CM3)
Our heavy diesel mechanic, a random person in the community … he’s like, ‘there’s an empty building that’s not being used’. It’s an old garage… ‘If we put boards up, it’s not going to be legal size but we’ll have an indoor hockey rink and I’ll just string lights around the top and it will probably cost me about 1000$ to do. I’ll do free labour, don’t worry about it.’ So the kids have a hockey rink. (CM5)
Some partnerships were more formal, involving the coordination of programming and organizational support. Many of the CMs received support from the local schools and other youth programs: “The relationship that I have with the school has been unbelievable.  They give me class curriculum time to do my YLP so that I don't have to do it on Saturdays or evenings and weekends” (CM3).
Some of the programs received support from local Activators. These are youth trained by Motivate Canada who are coordinating sport and physical activity initiatives within their communities: “The Activators in the community, the recreation department and the schools are the ones that have really strong partnerships with Right to Play” (CM2).
While some CMs were able to establish partnerships because of the positive reputation they had created for the program. Other local programs would provide in-kind support, content and other resources to expand the program.
People heard about the success of the program and seeing the benefits of all the things that we’ve done and they just start coming in. Like offers of different types of workshops to be led. They want to give us different resources. They want to pay for different things.  (CM10)
Discussion
This study used a qualitative approach to explore perceived impacts of the YLP program from the perspective of youth and CMs. Findings indicate that there are several levels of outcomes that relate to youth, CMs and community. These findings provide preliminary evidence of the program meeting short-term outcomes related to CM knowledge and skills, as well as longer-term goals related to enhanced community relationships and increased positive healthy behaviours in youth. 
It was perceived that youth developed a number of leadership-related skills, such as increased confidence and acceptance of responsibility. These perceived impacts provide preliminary evidence of the program achieving targeted outcomes, such as enhanced positive youth behaviours, CM knowledge and skills, and community relationships. This evidence is consistent with findings from past research on the positive impact leadership programs can have on youth development (Bruce, Nicola & Menke, 2006; Catalano, et al., 2004; Hellison, et al., 2008). There is also research evidence that mentoring programs can be successfully applied to promote developmental outcomes for FNMI youth (Crooks, et al., 2010a) and that they may be most beneficial for at-risk youth (Bowers et al., 2014; DuBois, Holloway, Valentine, & Cooper, 2002).
Furthermore, the findings identify regular participation and increased engagement as an early indication of program impact on youth, and taking responsibility and a more active role in community development as life skills that developed later in the program. These findings support other research in youth leadership that highlight varying and incremental levels of participant engagement (Halsall, Kendellen, Bean, & Forneris, accepted). In their research with residential camp counsellors, (Halsall et al, accepted)’s results indicated that youth engagement in programming followed an ordered progression and that leader strategies needed to be tailored to fit each stage. These findings also align with Rose-Krasnor’s (2009) framework that describes two levels of engagement factors as major components. These factors represent program elements that impact participant engagement; initiating factors are more influential for participants at the onset of program involvement and sustaining factors are involved later in the maintenance of program participation. 
The findings also identify several positive outcomes experienced by the CMs, including an enhanced sense of accomplishment. These individuals experienced a lot of job satisfaction, as well as an enhanced skill set and social network. These experiences set them up with opportunities to advance themselves within the organization, as well as within their own communities. This may represent an opportunity where individual- and context interactions may enhance the programming effects through secondary consequences for the youth. As the CMs demonstrate growth and career success as an achievable goal, they represent positive role models and demonstrate possible opportunities for youth participants. This may positively influence youth behavior over and above program impacts.
The results also highlighted perceived impacts at the community level. This aligns with previous research identifying that youth leadership programs can enhance community engagement (Blum, 2003; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Furthermore, the findings relating to community partnerships varied greatly. Some communities had the advantage of generating lots of local interest from other programs, and developed formalized partnerships with other organizations. Other CMs were not able to utilize local programming infrastructure and relied on personal relationships and informal volunteering to build support for program activities. Although this is not stated within these findings, many CMs felt that overall, program implementation was less challenging for communities that were successful in developing partnerships with local organizations.
Findings related to CM and community impacts have important theoretical implications. Developmental systems theory proposes that healthy development can result from a mutually positive interaction between an individual and their context (Agans, et al., 2014). Leadership programs that target community level factors may have an influence on both individual and context creating a better chance of mutually positive interaction and in turn, an increased likelihood for positive youth development. In support of this implication, previous research has identified that cultural continuity or community empowerment is associated with decreased incidence of youth suicide in FNMI communities (Chandler & Lalonde, 1998). Programs that target community impacts may be more influential with FNMI populations since these communities place an emphasis on communal values (Kirmayer, et al., 2009). 
Based on the overall findings, this study provides evidence of positive experiences within youth leadership programming that incorporates youth voice. As a result youth leadership programming designed similarly to the YLP may be a valuable approach to foster youth development within FNMI communities. In addition, it is important to involve local community members as program leaders and incorporate community engagement strategies to help foster community development. Intergenerational community events and partnership strategies are viable ways to strengthen community ties both formally and informally. 
This research highlights individual strengths and privileges community voice in the identification of perceived impacts of a leadership program for FNMI youth. It applies methods that are complementary to FNMI traditions such as the use of qualitative interviews to highlight stories related to program experiences. It also provides recommendations that are relevant for research and applied settings. The main limitation of this study is that it describes perceived impacts rather than objective measurement of outcomes. Furthermore, findings are based on a small sample size and as such, may provide a biased account of program experiences. Future evaluation designs should incorporate standardized outcome measures that can substantiate program impacts. Measures that are developed using a non-Aboriginal population are often not well equipped for use in FNMI youth (Crooks, et al., 2010a). However, adaptable tools that were developed within FNMI communities (for example see Young, 2013) may be useful options for examining program impacts. This study also would have benefitted from a more extended engagement with communities and youth, however since the researchers were positioned as external evaluators it was difficult to integrate in-depth, long-term interactions. Finally, this study is limited as it presented more data from the CM perspective than the youth perspective. Researchers working with FNMI youth in other studies have had difficulty capturing rich detail and description within interview and focus group data (Halsall & Forneris, accepted; McHugh, Coppola, & Sinclair, 2013). This may be reflective of the fact that youth communication skills and comfort level are not at the same level as an adult. As such, we had much more content to draw on from the adult CM transcripts. Future research is needed to further examine the nature and range of impacts that can be facilitated for community members, both as frontline service providers (like CMs) as well as within other stakeholder roles related to the program. Interactions between individual and context should also be further examined. For example, community impacts could be explored as a potential mediator or moderator of youth impacts within leadership programs that target community-level outcomes. Furthermore, youth leadership has been identified as a key component of PYD programming (Hellison, et al., 2008; Lerner, et al., 2006; Zeldin & Camino, 1999), and as such, it may be useful to explore leadership as a mediator or moderator of program impacts.
Conclusion
This research explored perceived impacts created by a leadership program for FNMI youth. Findings indicate that leadership programming can create comprehensive and varied outcomes that related to many levels of stakeholders. Future research should attempt to extend program evaluation design to include both qualitative exploratory strategies as well as culturally-sensitive outcome measures. It is hoped that these results are useful to apply to other programs focused on the positive development of FNMI youth as well as for researchers and evaluators working within these settings.
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