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Welcome

Who is this guide for?
This booklet is for people, schools and organizations who want to create 

opportunities for children and young people to become Young Cultural 

Leaders. It is written primarily for those have not run a Young Cultural 

Leaders project before or who are in the early stages of setting one up. 

Those readers with more experience of running Young Cultural Leaders 

programmes may find this guide useful for sharing with less experienced 

colleagues or to stimulate wider debate. 

This guide is presented as part of a larger conversation around ways to 

increase and strengthen cultural learning for all children and young people. 

We would welcome your feedback and refinement of the ideas presented 

here.

Where have the ideas and examples come from?
The Royal Opera House Bridge (ROH Bridge) has funded a range of 

programmes that include leadership roles for young people in the 

cultural sector. We have also received requests from schools and cultural 

organizations asking for advice on how to establish and manage youth-led 

work. We therefore decided to commission a publication capturing learning 

from regional partners & programmes. 

This booklet was written following small-scale research and consultation 

with a range of cultural organizations who are working with young people 

in the region.

What will I take from this?
We hope that this guide will provide you with some practical tips for 

setting up and running your own Young Cultural Leaders activity that is 

adapted to your specific setting and needs. We hope the examples and 

questions provide a simple scaffolding to your plans and are a useful 

reference point as you progress. 
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Ultimately, we hope that this will help you to listen and act upon the 

thoughts, ideas and actions of young people that you connect with and 

that in return they will help grow and strengthen your organization.

 

What next?
For advice, networking opportunities and support for your initiative 

please contact your local Royal Opera House Bridge Programme Manager 

bridge@roh.org.uk

You can find more research and information on our website 

www.roh.org.uk/bridge

For the very latest news, updates and opportunities follow us on Twitter 

@ROHBridge
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About Royal Opera House 
Bridge
ROH Bridge works across Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, Essex & North Kent 

to connect and nurture high quality, sustainable cultural learning for all 

children and young people.

We do not deliver arts activities or work with children and young people 

directly - rather we provide strategic support for delivery organizations and 

advocate for long term investment in arts and cultural infrastructure.

We are based at High House Production Park in Thurrock and are one of 

ten Bridge organizations across England. We are directly funded by Arts 

Council England and are part of the Royal Opera House Learning and 

Participation Department.

ROH Bridge has three main aims:

• Assure cultural education is guaranteed for all children and young 

people

• Nurture the cultural ambition and skills within organizations

• Champion the value of investing in arts and culture at a local and 

national level

We meet these aims through strategic partnership investment, workforce 

development, research and advocacy – particularly in communities where 

there is limited local provision or experience.

We promote Arts Award and Artsmark as ways to structure, track and 

celebrate cultural education on a personal and organization level. All of our 

work is based on local need and partnerships.

Find out more about us at www.roh.org.uk/bridge or @ROHBridge 
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Young Cultural Leaders in 
the Region
Across the ROH Bridge region children and young people are taking on a 

wide range of roles as Young Cultural Leaders. Here are just some examples 

of how schools and organizations are supporting young people to inform 

and shape their work. 

Young people are carrying out roles as advisers in a number of 

organizations. At firstsite, Young Art Kommunity members train staff in 

the gallery in ‘how to welcome young people’. They also offer alternative 

tours for members of the public that give their personal take on the current 

exhibition. Essex Libraries recruit young people to be consultants for the 

year. Each month Essex Libraries invites the young consultants, via text or 

email, to recommend changes to a particular aspect of the library service.

Other young people are carrying out roles as ambassadors and 

advocates.  In Hertfordshire, the Young Cultural Ambassadors programme 

enables schools to elect Cultural Leaders who signpost peers to cultural 

opportunities outside of school, lead and design cultural activity in school 

and champion cultural learning in the community.

A growing number of organizations are now co-producing work with young 

people, allowing young people to act as producers and curators to create 

new events, exhibitions and performances. Young Producer programmes 

are established at The Hat Factory, in Luton, Watford Palace Theatre and as 

part of the annual festival in Harwich, Essex. Young Curators are developing 

exhibitions and events at the Gibberd Gallery, Harlow and Wardown Park 

Museum, Luton. At firstsite, the Young Arty People (YAP) run events twice 

a year for their own age group (11-14 years) in Kent 25 INSPIRE young 

leaders worked with Kent arts organizations to plan and lead four ‘Big 

Share Days’ for cultural leaders of all ages at venues across the region. 
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It is vital that we hand the power to shape 
arts and culture on to the next generation. 
Becoming a Young Cultural Leader is a way 
for children and young people to understand 
that change is within their grasp.

Sally Manser, Head of Royal Opera House Bridge
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Some young people have the opportunity to become creative leaders; 

learning the skills to lead and facilitate creative delivery to their peers. in 

Rayleigh, 20 young musicians led instrumental ensembles in six primary 

schools. The young leaders took on various roles including composing, 

conducting, concert programming and facilitating. The young leaders 

gained Bronze Arts Awards, and the primary school participants achieved 

Discover Arts Awards. At Saffron Walden County High School, 20 sixth 

form students led music sessions for a network of local primary schools. 

Through the programme the young leaders achieved Gold Arts Awards. In 

Luton, Next Generation Youth Theatre supports senior members to lead on 

the creative process and to participate in wider debates about the arts in 

the region.

These are just some of the many ways that Young Cultural Leaders are 

helping schools and organizations to develop and grow. 

We look forward to hearing your story.
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A Young Cultural Leaders programme will 
make you see your organization with fresh 
eyes and help you understand how young 
people can help keep your cultural offering 
alive and relevant for a new and changing 
generation

Amanda Westbury, Education Development Manager,
Gibberd Gallery
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Not only do I feel as if I am improving the 
availability of arts opportunities for me but 
also for a lot of other people

Rachel, Bridgefest Ambassador 
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We intend to continue developing a 
Youth Leadership scheme, as we see real 
value in this – for the Youth Leaders and for 
those they work with

Ms Lankester, Assistant Headteacher,
Saffron Walden County High School

I learnt lots of new skills, that we could 
use to interview people with. It was great 
fun meeting and greeting new people

Albie, Bridgefest Ambassador
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Defining the Role of 
Young Cultural Leaders
There are many different roles that young people can take within Young 

Cultural Leaders activity. It is useful to write a short definition of the 

Young Cultural Leaders’ role in relation to your school or organization and 

the aims for your project. This will help to identify what support may be 

required and what knowledge or opportunities may already exist within 

your setting.

This may be a useful starting point to adapt:

A Young Cultural Leader is a young person, aged up to 25, with an 
understanding and knowledge of cultural practices and processes. They 
are empowered and supported to share and advocate their perspective.

There are some key things to consider when writing your definition: 

Understanding – Young Cultural Leaders do not necessarily have to 

be makers/performers/producers of art/culture themselves. Having an 

understanding of different practices and a curiosity about arts and culture 

is key. Similarly, just because young people are making art they may not 

necessarily want, or be able to, advocate its value to others. 

Advocating –  A Young Cultural Leader will ideally help advocate for 

the value of arts and culture. In a school, this may be to raise the profile 

of arts and culture in the curriculum or making connections with arts 

organizations. For arts organizations Young Cultural Leaders may play 

more of a role in telling your story, reaching new audiences or producing 

new work. In either case the form will be determined by the young people’s 

motivations, the scope of your programme and your wider aims.

Your definition does not have to be rigid and should allow for evolution as 

the organization changes. 
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Questions to Consider
• What’s our overall aim? 

• Why is it important? 

• How does it link to our values and mission? 

• What will success look like? 

• What do young people think of this idea? 

• Can we develop our ideas with young people?
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It sounds ridiculously cheesy but I’ve met 
loads of people. All my friends do drama and 
music, I’ve met them from that

Abbie, Heart of Flame Ambassador

It was very useful experience when I was 
job hunting and knowing what I can do. I 
used the programme to help answer questions 
in an interview

Jiwon, Heart of Flame Ambassador
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The Motivations of Young 
People
Young people’s motivations for becoming a Young Cultural Leader will vary 

depending on their age and the scope of the programme. 

Gaining work experience or qualifications may be strong drivers but 

the social aspect of being part of an initiative can be just as, if not 

more, important and shouldn’t be overlooked. Similarly, projects do not 

necessarily have to be issue-based – escape and fun are often strong 

factors as well.

Young people have told us things that motivate them include:

• Meeting peers with shared interests and making new friends

• Following passions

• Looking for inspiration

• The desire to learn (new skills and about arts and culture)

• Meeting and working with artists and other professionals in cultural 

organizations

• Work experience for CVs and future careers

• Accreditation through Arts Award

• Having fun

• Opportunities for personal development

• The opportunity to ‘switch off’ from school work and other pressures of 

life

• Working towards an outcome that will be seen by other people

• The desire to make a difference (for themselves, other young people or 

their community)

• The chance to change how cultural organizations see and work with 

young people

• The chance to change how society sees young people

Understanding the motivations of the young people taking part will help 

identify the best ways to offer support and keep enthusiasm high. It is also 

important to consider how the motivations sit with the practical scope of 

the programme and your school or organization’s aims.
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Questions to Consider
• Why will young people want to be involved in this initiative? 

• What will enthuse and engage them?

• Would this help with commitment and retention or alienate the 
young people we are trying to reach?

• Are we looking for leaders or the potential to lead? 

• Does the project lend itself to accreditation through Arts 
Award?
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A Young Cultural Leaders programme is 
an excellent vehicle for raising aspiration 
within a school community
 
The involvement of Young Cultural 
Leaders has given parents as well as pupils 
opportunities to experience the arts beyond 
our school
 
I would recommend this programnme to 
enable primary and secondary partnerships 
to develop and for children to have their voices 
heard, resulting in the shaping of learning 
experiences for themselves and their peers

Headteacher, Howe Dell Primary School
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The Drivers for Your School/
Organization
It is important to consider the motivations and potential benefits for your 

school or organization alongside those of young people. 

Understanding the impact Young Cultural Leaders could have will help you 

make the case for the programme internally and with other stakeholders/

funders. It will help when building the network of support you will need 

for a successful programme. Articulating the expected outcomes for the 

your school or organization will also help to integrate the Young Cultural 

Leaders’ activity back into long term plans and sustainability. 

Organizations have told us they develop Young Cultural Leaders 

programmes for many reasons:

• Explore new ways of making work with, by and for young people

• Inform and improve programming for young people

• Challenge assumptions and the status quo (in cultural institutions)

• Develop and diversify the future workforce of the cultural sector

• Develop and engage young audiences

• Recruit new volunteers for the organization

• Foster confidence and resilience

• Skill up young people and introduce them to possible careers

• Provide progression for young people in need of greater challenge

Sometimes, place-based, local initiatives are the main drivers and the 

organization wants to help address issues or support activity:

• As part of a Safer Neighbourhood initiative, for example, tackling anti-

social behaviour

• To increase engagement in areas where cultural engagement of young 

people is low

• To improve arts provision in areas of high social and economic 

deprivation

• To overcome physical barriers to participation, such as transport, by 

taking activity to rural areas
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Questions to Consider
• How might our school/organization benefit from listening more 

attentively to youth voice?

• Why are we doing this programme? What is the need?

• Will it add value to our organization and to young people?

• What assumptions are we making?

• How much support is there internally for this work? 

• Do we need to start with a small-scale programme to build 
confidence among staff? 

• Is our organization open to change?
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Our year two students promote and enrich 
the music curriculum by working with local 
primary school children for their community 
music project

This develops their confidence and leadership 
skills whilst allowing the children to work 
with young practitioners they can relate to 
and be inspired by - exploring ideas within 
the creative arts

Louise Molton, Faculty Director 
Creative and Visual Arts, Mid Kent College

I helped to interview members of a 
breakdance group. I also took pictures to 
upload onto Instagram. The interviews were 
designed so we could talk in detail about 
their opinions on arts and culture

Louie, Bridgefest Ambassador
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What Young Cultural 
Leaders Do
The actions that Young Cultural Leaders take will depend on your aim and 

what young people want to achieve. Over time, young people will gain 

knowledge and confidence and may take on increasingly complex tasks.

Actions could range from simple: finding out about local arts and cultural 

provision; to more complex: initiating, managing and evaluating their own 

cultural projects.

If you are new to running Young Cultural Leaders activity then begin with 

activity that you are comfortable with supporting and that can build over 

the long term. You may want to begin with consultation with young people 

before building to full co-production activities.

This will help build your and the young people’s confidence so that they are 

able to advocate more effectively. Young people acting as ambassadors 

among their peers and actively spreading the word is important in 

sustaining long term programmes.
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Questions to Consider
• How much freedom will young people have? 

• Is total freedom desirable or daunting? Is there a fixed process 
(e.g. weekly meetings) or a fixed output (e.g. an event)?

• What roles are we offering our Young Cultural Leaders? 

• Do we want them to be cultural ambassadors or cultural 
producers? 

• Will they design or lead activities for others? 

• Will they have opportunities as peer researchers or evaluators?

• How can we develop leadership skills in young people? 

• Do we provide training sessions or experiential learning? 

• Are there other skills young people might need as cultural 
leaders such as teamwork?
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You need to go out and meet young people 
and ask them what they want...

Kiera, Bridgefest Participant

[through the young cultural leaders 
programme] a new area was created in the 
gallery that has a changing programme of 
artwork by local young people… the space is 
curated by a team of young people and we 
have noticed a new younger audience coming 
to look at the work and the gallery collection

Amanda Westbury, Education Development Manager,
Gibberd Gallery



29

What Schools and Organizations Do 
to Support Young Cultural Leaders

Internal support for your Young Cultural Leaders programme is vital. How 

your organization specifically supports Young Cultural Leaders will depend 

on the needs and scope of your programme. Getting the balance between 

supporting and leading can be a challenge. However, there are some 

approaches in how you deliver support that will greatly increase the chance 

for success. 

Whilst young people are keen to have some autonomy they often look to 

the school/organization to: 

• Support and mentor skills development

• Facilitate and support the resolution of conflicts

• Commit to listen, learn and act where possible

• Create safe spaces for young people to share, explore and reflect on 

ideas; to shape and produce work

• Encourage risk-taking and reflective practice

• Take ultimate responsibility: provide a back stop; a fail-safe

• Provide access to experts or materials
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Questions to Consider
• Which adults will support young people during the programme? 

• What role will teachers/cultural practitioners pay?

• How can we ensure that the adults facilitate, support and listen 
but do not lead? 

• What role might other staff members play? 

• Could our staff mentor individual young people? 

• How can we support young people’s ambitions and help them 
achieve high quality outcomes without trying to influence the 
direction or shape of the programme?



31



32

The biggest impact was on the Youth 
Leaders themselves – they grew in confidence 
and skills

Ms Lankester, Assistant Headteacher,
Saffron Walden County High School
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Evaluating and Documenting 
Your Programme
In many respects, approaches to evaluating Young Cultural Leaders 

programmes are no different from any other participatory cultural 

programme. All the elements of best practice apply: 

• Embed reflection and evaluation from the outset

• Agree an evaluation framework with objectives and indicators of 

success

• Record young people’s starting points to act as a baseline

• Ensure methods of collecting evidence are inclusive and give everyone 

an opportunity to share their views

• Find creative ways to gather evidence where appropriate

• Analyze the evidence and use the findings to amend the programme, 

shape new programmes and inform organizational development.

Young Cultural Leader programmes offer scope to actively involve young 

people in evaluation, setting programme objectives and determining the 

indicators of success and quality. As with other aspects of leadership, young 

people may need training and ongoing support to take on these roles.

It is useful to consider how you will document and evaluate the programme 

as early in the planning process as possible. The type and amount of 

evaluation will depend on your organizational needs and any funding 

requirements. Regardless of external evaluation needs, providing space, 

time and resources for ongoing reflection as the programme evolves will be 

valuable for you and the young people taking part.

Digital and social media tools provide quick and relatively low cost 

ways to capture and share activities. Digital tools can also help internal 

communications and documentation throughout the programme.
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Questions to Consider
• How achievable are our indicators of success in the short, 

medium and long term? 

• Are there indicators of success for young people and the 
organization (and any other key stakeholders)?

• Is everybody aware of the indicators of success? How will we 
evidence them?

• What do the Young Cultural Leaders and the adults that support 
them, think about the programme: the social and learning 
experiences; the outcomes; the personal achievements?  Are we 
all proud of what we have made/achieved?

• Are we facilitating young people’s learning through reflective 
practice and ongoing evaluation? What role can young people 
take in evaluation? Can we offer to train peer evaluators?
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Identifying the indicators of success early on will help manage the practical 

scope of the programme and maintain engagement from everyone 

involved. 

Ultimately, the intended outcome should be to be to able to evidence 

increased engagement with young people as participants and audiences in 

your organization.

Organizations and young people have told us that general indicators of 

success are:

• Young people come back!

• Young people have fun

• Young people go on a journey and progress

• Young people have raised aspirations

• Young people are surprised by their own abilities and achievements

• ‘Veteran’ Young Cultural Leaders have an ongoing relationship with the 

organization

• It is not an isolated programme but becomes embedded in the 

organization

• Staff across the organization feel confident and enthused about 

working with young people

• The work has momentum and can be sustained

• New perspectives on art and culture are shared

• The work receives ‘critical acclaim’

• The work generates income

• Long-term, more young people consider a career in the cultural sector

• Long-term, perceptions about the value of the arts in school and 

society change
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Broaden the way you try and meet [young 
people], social media is a big one

Target different groups instead of just posting 
an activity to an art group or webpage. They 
should go to a sport page or do partnerships 
with sports centres

Malik, Bridgefest Ambassador
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Recruiting Young People

Once you have decided to run a Young Cultural Leaders Programme you 

will need to encourage young people to join in. 

Who you recruit and how you recruit will depend on the aims of the 

programme. You will need to consider if your team comprises of 

young people you currently work with, those connected with partner 

organizations or brand new connections.

When recruiting the group, it is also important to consider the long term 

aspects in terms of progression and turnover of staff and young people. 

Asking young people you currently work with to help with recruitment, 

messaging and promotion may help build ‘authenticity’ with your potential 

audience.

Integrating Arts Award into your programme can provide useful structure, 

progression pathways and visible recognition for your Young Cultural 

Leaders. Highlighting the opportunity to gain an Arts Award and the value 

this carries for further study or employment may help boost the profile of 

your programme and help with recruitment.
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Questions to Consider
• Are we offering this initiative as progression for an existing 

group of young people or are we trying to engage new and 
diverse participants?

• Could we offer taster sessions as a ‘way in’ for young people?

• Who could we work with to help us make contact with the 
target young people? Could we promote the initiative through 
schools or youth clubs? 

• Can young people we currently work with spread the word? Are 
we utilising social media effectively?

• Does our publicity make the benefits to young people clear? 
Does it specify the commitment that will be required? Has it 
been proofed by young people? What promises are we making 
to young people and can we keep them?

• Are we looking for young people who are already active in the 
arts - will they become frustrated unless there are opportunities 
for them to make work?
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The biggest challenge for me was being 
on time - this was due to public transport - I 
tried not to miss sessions

Millie, Heart of Flame Ambassador

I didn’t realise how long the days were. 
Fitting things in and the energy required was 
difficult

Jess, Heart of Flame Ambassador
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Structure, Timing and 
Communication
As with any programme there are a number of practical challenges that 

will come up. For Young Cultural Leaders programmes these often relate to 

communication and maintaining momentum over time. 

To help with your communications plan and to ensure it reflects your 

community consider consulting with young people about how they would 

like to be contacted and ask their advice on how best to communicate with 

their peers. 

Digital/social media can be useful tools for communication and gathering 

evidence. However, appropriate consideration should be given to the 

platforms chosen, how they will be managed safely and how young people 

with less access to smartphones/broadband etc may be affected. It is 

also important to allow space and time for face to face meetings where 

possible. Ensuring young people can shape the forms and timings of 

interaction will be key. 

If the young people are working towards an Arts Award, ArtsBox, the online 

portfolio and mobile app, offers a convenient, free way of maintaining a 

dialogue with young people between sessions.
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Questions to Consider
Structure

• Does the location and timing of sessions work well for the 
Young Cultural Leaders?

• Do we need all the young people to come to every session or 
can young people dip in and out as their availability allows?

Facilitation
• Are some voices louder than others in the group? How do 

young people feel about this? How can we ensure that all young 
people are heard?

• Have we agreed ground rules with the group? How will young 
people reach group decisions? 

Communication
• Have we negotiated a form of communication that works well 

for the group?

• Can we use this as a way of keeping the conversation going 
between sessions?

• Are there safeguarding issues we need to be aware of?

• Are we sharing successes at each stage? How can we keep staff 
in the organization updated and involved? 

• Are we all making the most of social media to spread the word?
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[the programme] has evolved as we 
have adapted it from the feedback we have 
received from the previous students

Amanda Westbury, Education Development Manager,
Gibberd Gallery

It was helpful that the Ambassadors had 
lots of different interests because not everyone 
focussed on doing the same things 

Heart of Flame Programme Manager
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Evolving and Progressing

As the programme develops and young people take on more active roles 

the definition, scope and motivations may change. Maintaining a successful 

Young Cultural Leaders programme will require the initial plans and 

structure to adapt to those changes. 

It will also be important to consider how Young Cultural Leaders who 

have been part of the initial programme will progress and what different 

opportunities or support may be available for them.  

Questions to Consider
• Do we need to change anything? 

• Are we checking in often enough to know? 

• How can we explicitly value and celebrate our Young Cultural 
Leaders? 

• Can we provide t-shirts or badges? 

• Can we provide free tickets to events?

• Where do young people go next? 

• Can you we offer progression within our organization or 
signpost elsewhere? 

• Are there paid or volunteer roles that young people can play in 
our organization?
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The Arts Award element helped the work to 
have more perceived value to those involved, 
it also encouraged a deeper engagement with 
the Arts

Ms Lankester, Assistant Headteacher
Saffron Walden County High School

Arts Award gave the programme a 
framework and tools to enable the young 
people to reflect on what they have achieved, 
it is important for them to get recognition 
for their hard work and have an educational 
context

Amanda Westbury, Education Development Manager,
Gibberd Gallery
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Frequently Asked Questions

Some commonly raised questions and suggested answers from 

organizations that run Young Cultural Leader programmes.

Is there an optimum group size?
Group size is partly dependent on the age range of participants. Twenty is 

probably the maximum with a group of 12-15 young people being ideal. It 

becomes difficult to meet individual needs and ensure voices are not ‘lost’ 

in larger groups.

Is there an optimum age range?
The majority of Young Cultural Leaders programmes recruit teenagers 

but a significant minority work with younger and older young people. In 

response to local need, for example, Luton Hat Factory has raised the age 

limit for 100% Young Producers at the venue to 25 years. This provides 

vocational opportunities to post-graduates seeking employment in the 

cultural sector. 

Hertfordshire Young Cultural Ambassadors is a cross-phase programme, 

working with students from Year 5 to Year 13. Programme Managers at 

Herts Creation emphasised the importance of not underestimating the 

abilities of younger children and also highlighted the benefits of cross-

phase work where older students lose their self-consciousness when 

mentoring younger pupils.

Do young people have to make their own creative 
work in Young Cultural Leaders programmes?
No!  Young people might be engaged as ambassadors or shaping 

provision as a producer or curator. It is important that young people have 

opportunities to recognise the creativity in a variety of roles, including 

leadership.
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Should Young Cultural Leaders produce work for other 
young people?
Not necessarily. Try not to limit the potential outcomes of a programme. 

Orchestras Live, for example, support young people who aspire to 

compose music for professionals to play. Try not to load Young Cultural 

Leader programmes with the burden of meeting audience development 

targets.

Who determines what quality looks like? 
Everyone involved in the programme will determine what quality looks 

like. It is important to have conversations about the characteristics of, and 

conditions for, quality. What are young people’s indicators of quality?

Quality should be judged in relation to the aims of the programme.

The subjectivity of quality should be acknowledged but not used as an 

excuse to avoid conversations about how ‘good’ the work or experience 

has been. 

Arts Council England’s seven Quality Principles (see Further Reading 

section for more info) provide a useful framework for discussions around 

quality and a checklist for planning, delivering and reflecting on work by, 

with and for young people.

What role, if any, does accreditation have?
Recognition of young people’s achievements is very important. It can be 

realised in a number of ways including celebration events. Arts Award 

is perhaps the most relevant form of accreditation and the higher levels 

include units on arts leadership. 

Many young people find the structure of the Award useful and the 

accreditation of value for their CVs. Arts Award does require a relatively 

high level of commitment and effort, however, and may be less relevant for 

an open access programme.
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Sources of funding
In addition to arts and heritage funding, cultural organizations have 

received funding for Young Cultural Leaders programmes from:

• Youth Service Commissioners

• Public Health and CAMHS (Child and Adolescent Mental Health 

Services)

• Safer Neighbourhoods/Youth Justice Boards

• European Social Fund

• Government initiatives such as the Vulnerable and Disengaged Young 

People Fund (Cabinet Office) or the Character Awards (Department for 

Education

With these alternative funders, it is important to manage expectations and 

be realistic about what can be achieved in a short space of time

When should adults/artists direct and manage and 
when let go?
This is one of the principle challenges of Young Cultural Leaders 

programmes and the honest, albeit unhelpful answer is, ‘It depends…’ It is 

important to recognise that there are times in every creative programme 

when people need help, support or new inspiration. 

Young people are no different and will look to each other and adult 

facilitators for such support. Young people may also look to adults to 

manage the diverse range of voices within the group to ensure that the 

programme is not dominated by a few loud voices.
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Top Tips from Cultural 
Organizations
Do:
Be specific and realistic in your expectations and aims

Ensure that young people know what they are signing up for and the 

commitment needed for the programme

Allow sufficient time for a youth-led programme to thrive: it is a lot more 

time-consuming and labour-intensive than more directed work

Take young people seriously; build relationships

Have faith in young people’s ability to be engaged, to lead and to succeed

Create space for ideas to flow

Create opportunities for open and honest discussion and reflection

Ask. Listen. Encourage

Invest in young people: training, free events etc

Disrupt familiar behaviours; take people out of their comfort zones

Keep telling everyone why the work is good. Get buy-in from colleagues 

across your school or organization

Create a communal space for food and informal discussion - it builds trust
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Avoid:
Being too informal; structure and freedom are needed

Saying ‘What we usually do is...’

Not giving enough time

Too broad an age range

Being over-ambitious (start in a modest way)

Too much responsibility for Young Cultural Leaders, too soon. 

Tokenism!

Losing focus

Reinventing the wheel! - Find out about existing/previous work and 

effective practice

Forgetting to support people when you take them out of their comfort 

zones

The breakdown of communication between the Young Cultural Leaders and 

the facilitators - An open dialogue is essential from the beginning

Planning every session and not being flexible to change
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Top Tips from Young People

Do:
Allow things to be flexible in the early weeks of a programme

Offer time out during a programme or space for a group to come in early 

or hang around afterwards; just a space to be

Allow us to come and go to fit with other commitments

Be polite, respect us and treat us as equals

Help us to discover, reveal and develop our passions

Keep information clear and simple. Don’t use jargon and don’t use slang - 

just be yourself

Ask us about our interests and listen to our replies (even if it wasn’t what 

you had in mind!)

Ask us for help with stuff like marketing; we know what’s cool and what will 

draw others in

Highlight the benefits for us in taking part: skills for careers and CV but also 

the social side
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Don’t:
Try to talk like a teenager!

Assume we want to talk about ‘issues’. Many turn to the arts to escape or 

just to have fun

Try to steer us in the direction you already had planned

Just use social media to ‘shout out’ use it to start a conversation with us

Pigeon hole, stereotype or segregate us. Don’t assume you know us just 

because we’re ‘young people’

Treat us as ‘mythical creatures’. You were young once, what would have got 

you hooked?
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Common Challenges
and Solutions
Getting the balance and group dynamics right
Ensure a range of opportunities in the programme for young people with 

different interests, skills and availability.

Avoid pressurising young people to be front and centre.

Have more than one adult involved to help avoid the notion of an adult 

‘leader’.

Listen to individual needs, desires and expectations.

Agree ground rules/code of conduct at the outset.

Develop strategies to integrate new members such as buddying.

Recruitment - Moving beyond the ‘usual suspects’
Offer taster sessions as part of the recruitment process.

Start by working with a whole class or year group in school.

Peer mentoring/peer marketing/peer recruitment.

Undertake research and consultation with young people and ensure the 

programme is relevant and attractive.

Persevere. Build partnerships with youth organizations.

Provide space in the building for young people to congregate, socialise and 

be creative.
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Maintaining good communication and keeping people 
involved
Be clear about the commitment required at the outset.

Work to a realistic (extended) timeframe.

Plan around young people’s availability from the outset. e.g. avoid exam 

periods. Agree mutually convenient times and places to meet.

Find out how people like to communicate (consider safeguarding for 

younger participants).

Set ground rules/code of conduct at the outset.

Get buy-in from your school/organization and senior leadership.

Don’t just inform staff, actively involve them in the programme - sharing 

skills and expertise.

Recognise and value the existing expertise in the organization.

Encourage whole-school or organizational reflection and change: what can 

we learn from this programme and how can we respond?

Encourage colleagues to model creative behaviours.

Articulate and demonstrate the benefits of engaging young people in 

peer-led work to colleagues.

Find ways to ‘shout about’ the work. Share the work in prominent places. 

Be proud; don’t hide away. 

Ensure line-managers understand the time required to support authentic 

peer-led work and therefore the staff/budget required.
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Facilitating authentic youth-led work
Recruit experienced and appropriate artists/facilitators.

Create and model an environment where people feel safe to take risks.

Learn from others who have undertaken similar work.

Build patterns of reflection into the programme to support evaluation and 

catch any problems early.

Take the time to build trust so that young people, artists and other adults 

(e.g. teachers) can let go of familiar patterns of behaviour and take on new 

roles.

Create opportunities for young people to practice leadership roles; provide 

training/mentoring.

Don’t be afraid of structure or constraints (e.g. limited budget) as this 

makes it real but do be wary of constraints imposed by others.

Expect the unexpected!

Funding - Continuity and sustainability
Ask yourself: do you need money or something else?

What assets (human, space, knowledge) do you have?

Involve alumni in sustaining and advocating for the work. 

Ensure rigorous evaluation processes so that you can provide evidence of 

the need and impact of your work.

Have honest, strategic conversations with funders and other partners about 

what they need, want and can contribute.

Review and negotiate with your funders. Ensure you stay true to the 

integrity of a youth-led programme. Think of targets as a goal not a stick!
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Young  people  learn best in authentic, ‘live’ 
situations.  They can all be leaders at different 
times. Arts and Culture programmes are an 
excellent way to explore what leadership 
can be, challenging stereotypes and accepted 
ideas

Michele Gregson, INSPIRE Programme Manager



63

YCL Programme in Action: 
INSPIRE - Leading through Culture  
Programme Manager, Michele Gregson reflects on the benefits of Young 

Cultural Leaders working with local artists.

Young people learn best in authentic, ‘live’ situations. They can all be 

leaders at different times. Arts and Culture programmes are an excellent 

way to explore what leadership can be, challenging stereotypes and 

accepted ideas.

Inspired by the London 2012 Olympic Games, young leaders aged from 

four to seventeen worked together to create an ongoing legacy in Kent 

schools. 

Supported by Kent County Council, ROH Bridge and Artswork Bridge 

young people from schools across Kent worked with artists and cultural 

organizations to lead cultural learning programmes and activities for their 

peers. 

The INSPIRE project set out to explore new models of partnership between 

artists, schools and cultural organizations. Throughout the programme the 

young people worked in full partnership with the artists, leading decision 

making about the content and how it was delivered. The pupils worked on 

an equal basis, regardless of age, setting or location.

Arts Award provided a framework for the programme. It was embedded 

throughout, with training and support for schools and artists offered at all 

stages. Many young people received an Arts Award in recognition of their 

work as young leaders. 

As a result of the initiative the schools have developed strong relationships 

with the INSPIRE arts partners - discovering the power of children leading 

arts based learning.  Pupils are more engaged with activity that has been 

generated with the young leaders, leading to positive benefits across the 

curriculum.  
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Arts partners have shifted their thinking about what co-creation and 

partnership working in schools can achieve. The Schools Funding Forum 

that invested in the initial programme have seen such positive benefits that 

they have subsequently increased their support for the culture strand of 

the Olympic Legacy programme.

However, the programme was not without its challenges. Teachers, artists 

and young people themselves had to make a significant shift in their ideas 

about what leadership in the arts can be and about traditional relationships 

between schools and arts partners. This required a lot of support during 

the early stages of the programme for all participants to move out of their 

comfort zones.

Building on the success of the project we would like to see schools within 

districts work together as consortia with INSPIRE artists and develop more 

independent commissioning, led by their pupils.

www.kentschoolsinspired.org.uk
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On every level, I would say the biggest 
impacts were to do with school culture 
and capacity and the creativity of young 
people...

The programme flourished most where 
schools and teachers had cultures that were 
supportive of the arts (and not just in terms 
of rhetoric but practice); where teachers 
had a clear vision of the value of the arts, 
encouraged pupil leadership and could 
think and plan entrepreneurially to find 
opportunities to support young people

Martin Heaney, Co-Director,
Herts Creation
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YCL Programme in Action: 
Hertfordshire Young Cultural Ambassadors

The Hertfordshire Young Cultural Ambassadors programme worked across 

10 schools involving up to 12 young people in each school. The programme 

aimed to develop youth leadership and deepen relationships between 

young people and arts and cultural organizations in Hertfordshire.

On every level, I would say the biggest impacts were to do with school 

culture and capacity and the creativity of young people.

The programme has been a powerful catalyst for school leaders to support 

young people who have led workshops, school celebrations and visits to 

arts organizations. 

The programme included:

• Workshops on leadership 

• Talks on pathways into creative careers and further education

• University tours

• Teacher networking and support meetings

Resources for teachers and young people including calendars and guides 

on how to access the arts in Hertfordshire and developing opportunities 

across the school were also made available online.

The programme flourished most where schools had cultures that were 

supportive of the arts; where teachers had a clear vision of the value 

of the arts, encouraged pupil leadership and could think and plan 

entrepreneurially to find opportunities to support young people. These 

schools were able to provide optimum conditions for young people’s 

creativity to flourish.

The biggest challenge was the schools’ capacity: time and resources. 

Teacher time is at a premium. The programme required very high levels 

of teacher engagement and - from us - resources that were very tightly 

focused on school needs and capacity. 
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For the future, local cultural learning hubs with strong existing alliances are 

vitally important. These could be used to draw new partners and minimise 

costs – helping sustain and extend the impact.

 

www.hertscreation.com
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Further Reading

Partnership Works 
‘How to’ guides on a wide range of subjects linked to youth participation 

e.g. How to work with integrated groups

www.participationworks.org.uk/

Silver and Gold
An action research programme facilitated by A New Direction, exploring 

new models of delivering Arts Award. See particularly, Young People Take 

Over, a case study based on the experiences of the Tricycle Theatre and the 

Geffrye Museum working with Young Producers and Young Consultants/

Youth Advisory Panel members respectively.

www.anewdirection.org.uk/programmes/silver-and-gold-arts-award-
research-and-development-programme

The Young Advisors Website
The site has a number of useful, downloadable resources including the 

‘Young Advisor’s Toolkit’ 
www.youngadvisors.org.uk/free-resources

‘Engaging Practice 
A good practice guide with a particular focus on engaging young people 

from disadvantaged communities

www.youngadvisors.org.uk/case-studies/politics-and-youth-engagement/
engaging-young-citizens

Nesta - Youth-led Innovation
www.nesta.org.uk/sites/default/files/youth-led-innovation-report.pdf

Engage - En-vision toolkit
Embedding a youth-friendly culture in galleries. Includes comprehensive 

‘Top Tips’ for galleries from young people

www.engage.org/
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‘Step by Step: arts policy and young people 1944-
2014’, Culture at Kings
www.kcl.ac.uk/cultural/culturalenquiries/youngpeople/Step-by-step.pdf

Circuit
The Circuit website has blogs from young people, artists and programme 

coordinators about peer-led practice, evaluation and debate.

circuit.tate.org.uk/

Quality Principles
Seven quality principles have been developed as a result of close 

collaboration between the Arts Council England and arts and cultural 

organizations that work with children and young people.

www.artscouncil.org.uk/what-we-do/cyp/resources/quality-principles/
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Talk to Us

Here are just a few of the ways Royal Opera House Bridge can help you 

develop Young Cultural Leaders. 

Connect
Keep the conversation going and stay in touch with the ROH Bridge 

community online or at our events.

Twitter: @ROHBridge / Get Email Updates: www.roh.org.uk/bridge 

Share
Tell us your story, celebrate your success and share your learning.

Be inspired with the ROH Bridge Spotlight: 

www.roh.org.uk/bridge/spotlight

Build
Regional ROH Bridge Programme Managers are available to help you 

develop your ideas, nurture networks and provide support. Contact us to 

discuss your plans bridge@roh.org.uk.

All illustrations copyright ©  ROH / Illustrator Jason Ramasami 

www.saamvisual.com
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