
The explorers of engagement 
« How is citizenship built in Europe ? »

The assessment is so obvious that it labors the point: individua-
lism is expanding, electoral abstention is in constant increase, 
associations are facing major difficulties renewing their mem-
bers…democracy is in crisis and citizenship is in danger. But 
what are we doing to give the 14-18 year olds the appetite 

for engagement, the sense of a common unit? How are we de-
veloping these teenagers’ capacity to be in action? Should we 
wait for the age of majority to engage youth in an active citi-
zenship? 

Developing the desire and the capacity to take action 

Our territorial experience convinces us that such is not the case 
and that it is possible and preferable to involve teenagers early 
on in novel modes of action within a democracy and therefore to 
pass on citizenship through engagement in citizen acts.
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Based in Tourcoing, the project steering team is constituted of 
teachers and education instructors from Lucie Aubrac secon-
dary school (Mathieu Asseman, librarian; Rachid Sadaoui, history 
and geography teacher and web-radio host; Steven Da Silva, 
prevention and safety assistant), from Gambetta high school 
(Alain Le Dizès, French and French as foreign language teacher) 
in association with the “House of Associations” (Agathe Defre-
tin, assigned manager in charge of youth, Mathieu Asseman, 
administrator) and with the “League for Education 59” (Auré-
lie Kopitsch, assigned manager in charge of the community life 
pole; Deniz Erdogan, head of the community life pole), and final-
ly Mehdi Aïtouch, education instructor and parent of a teenage 
member engaged in the project. 
The vocation of this team is to expand by integrating new “Ju-
nior Association” guides such as those of Tourcoing Mendès 
France secondary school and others. In addition to the steering 
team, there are the 14-18 year old members. They mainly come 
from the different “Junior Associations” from both schools. A 
few others come from outside of this circle. Harnessed by the 
“House of Associations”, they share their practice of community 
life and engagement. The profiles of the teenagers involved in 
the project are very diverse, both socially and ethnically. Their 
interest in citizenship matters and in youth scholar and societal 
activities is a decisive factor that allows to transcend all dif-
ferences between these teenagers, especially those related to 
age. 

Who are we ?
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The project 

Our will is to bring together a group of 14-18 year old teenagers from the city 
of Tourcoing who come from divers youth collectives and associations and to 
help them put in place an investigation-action approach throughout Europe.

 This approach has several components: 
- Investigation and training periods in France as well as meetings with mains-
tream education actors along with periods of co-construction of our investiga-
tion and restitution tools.
- Periods for encounters spent abroad, to investigate on young citizenship build-
up in Europe. The objective is to explore nearly ten destinations through “short” 
travels within a period of two years.
- Periods for writing discovery reports after each journey in order to establish 
a white paper.
- Advocacy periods that enable stakeholders to meet with opinion leaders in the 
spirit of a bottom-up participation.



The House of Early Stage Associations at Tourcoing has been 
working alongside association collectives for 5 years now. Over 
thirty groups have therefore benefited from training, logistic 
support, help in project elaboration…This is an innovative expe-
rience of national impact.

Among the assisted early stage collectives, some emerged from 
the school setting. Several territory establishments promote the 
emergence of student collectives united as Junior-Associations, 
whether in secondary or high schools. In these micro structures, 
it is matter of allying three types of education (formal, non-for-
mal and informal) within scholar establishments.

Genesis of the project

For several years, students from the Lucie Aubrac secondary 
school have been developing a certain number of competences, 
of knowledge and know-how through the build-up of projects 
that matured in Junior-Associations. A transfer of the acqui-
sitions of these experiences in the students’ scholar learning 
is undeniable: they gain in self-confidence and in motivation. 
Some competences that are not sufficiently developed in for-
mal education are also brought forward. That is how teenagers 
underperforming in the classical scholar setting can gain self-as-
surance and re-motivate themselves. Conversely, Junior-Asso-
ciation members have to make use of their academic knowledge 
(French, foreign languages, writing, calculation, history, geogra-
phy, etc.) in order to build their own projects. Formal education 
hence no longer appears to them as disconnected from practical 
life considerations and therefore gains in legitimacy. 

3

« The new generations want to find and give a meaning 
to their life – not just earn it. (…) They are in demand 
for everything that can revive their flame of personal ex-
pectation and for what brings people together beyond 
ancient frontiers »

Abdennour Bidar, Les Tisserands



At Lucie Aubrac secondary school, 
there is a true culture in place that 
promotes youth autonomy and res-
ponsibility. In fact, having created 
around ten Junior-Associations, a 
movement initiated by Mathieu As-
seman, this establishment is a re-
ference in this field. The interest in 
teenager responsibility matters, and 
the confidence that the institution 
and adult referees have in these tee-
nagers is translated by the fact that 
they are given decisive positions to 
hold within the establishment’s daily 
life, positions that are traditionally 
exclusively reserved for the teaching 
staff.

For secondary school students who 
get engaged in Association based 
approaches, they acquire practices 
that clearly benefit them in formal 
and informal knowledge construc-
tion. However, once in high school, 
not used to stepping outside of the 
scholar setting, these same teena-
gers often end up deprived of prac-
tices that are under developed after 
secondary school. We therefore ob-
serve an evaporation of the compe-
tences acquired during secondary 
school. The high school stage be-
comes a time period when students 
get back to exclusive formal practi-
ces, with the acquisition of the bac-
calaureate as the only expectation 
in their horizon. It is a period of a 
certain disillusionment. 

The vocation of the Junior-Association created last year at Gambetta high 
school in Tourcoing is to fill this gap, to prolong the experience of these 
teenagers, and to make sure that there is a continuum between secon-
dary and high school. Indeed, a certain number of secondary school stu-
dents from Lucie Aubrac will be able to recapture a proven framework 
allowing them to elaborate their own projects. There is also the ambition 
of assimilating other teenagers in the framework, those who did not get 
such opportunity in their secondary school, and who will acquire approa-
ches based on Association practices and citizen engagement. There is a 
true demand that we notice at this age, when the desire for engagement 
becomes probably more patent and obvious. Nevertheless, so far, high 
school is the weak link of a chain that stretches from elementary school to 
higher education. Connections are being established with higher education 
(CENTRALE Lille and a project to assist in the establishment of schools 
across the world) as well as with colleagues in primary school. 
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The idea is therefore to establish, in Tourcoing and beyond, 
a true pathway for Association based practices and that ran-
ges from secondary school to higher education, including high 
school.

In this sense, our approach illustrates and prolongs the reforms 
put in place recently by the Ministry of National Education. In-
deed, we materialize here what could constitute a real citizenship 
path, from elementary to high school, through joint project buil-
ding, the will to convey and acknowledge a certain number of 
values of the republic, through the sense of initiative and pro-
ject conduct, all with a genuine culture of engagement.

This is also a means to materialize the necessary and inevitable merger 
between what we refer to as formal, informal and non-formal knowledge. 
Our assessment is that, in a world in constant evolution, the institution 
alone can only partially prepare youth for the knowledge and competences 
necessary to render them fully autonomous and responsible. Multiplying 
their learning approaches and frameworks is therefore necessary to give 
each one of them full potential to demonstrate their competences.
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In 2015-2016, several collectives focused on international 
motions (Senegal, California, Brasil,…). During an assessment 
meeting, the idea of creating bridges that connect different as-
sociation projects relating to active citizenship and youth enga-
gement blossomed.
 
A primary phase, upstream of the project, has therefore alrea-
dy taken place at the local level, in accordance with our vision 
of youth empowerment. Following this vision, we aim to give 
this youth the desire to actively participate in local community 
life, to promote their own values and ideas of how relationships 
between individuals should be, and to share their conception of 
citizenship by defending it and talking about it.



Our project relies uppermost on the conviction that citizen ap-
prentices should be active participants in city life and that their 
learning experiences should be tightly related to the situations 
in which they live and learn. It is not question of a traditional 
approach of citizenship, through the angle of moral and civic 
education, but rather a concrete and active training. This pro-
ject, by itself, bears in its structure and organization a particular 
concept of citizenship: it brings teenagers to grow as citizens 
starting from their own desires, their engagement experiences 
and their ideas, while broadening their knowledge to different 
realities in other countries, in order to give them direction and 
put what they experience in perspective. 

Our approach

The objectives we have fixed for ourselves here are multiple. We want to instore 
practices and behaviors that develop the autonomy and the sense of responsibility 
of the teenagers engaged in this project. In this sense, they are the ones who build 
and promote the project. We also want to create strong ties between these teena-
gers, whose ages vary from fourteen to eighteen years. We equally aim to establish 
ties with other youngsters from different countries, both European and extra-Euro-
pean. Naturally, this requires training periods to equip them with the competences 
and knowledge necessary for the comprehension of the concepts in play, but also 
to support the development of self-assurance and responsibility taking, to progres-
sively let these teenagers stand on their own feet! Regular contacts all along the 
project are therefore necessary. These contacts will take place following different 
formats: meetings, social network exchanges, training periods, exploratory trip pre-
paration periods, and more informal times that are important for the maturation of 
the project and for the cohesion among the group.

Progressive accompaniment towards autonomy
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An approach of co-construction

One thing is for sure: it is not possible to speak about youth 
citizenship if it is only matter of having them participate in a 
project conceived by adults! The aim of our project is therefore 
to co-build its objectives and its investigation and restitution 
tools. As presented in this document, the project is meant to 
evolve. This is not the easiest approach, but it can’t be otherwi-
se. The investigation processes and tools that we will be using 
will be co-elaborated during the work sessions dedicated to this 
purpose. Following the informal education heritage, we will re-
flect together on what is most convenient to put in place in 
order to succeed in our investigations abroad, stressing on the 
positioning of teenagers not as inquisitors but as fully concer-
ned representatives.



The first tool that we would have to put in place is the “dis-
covery report”. No matter its format, it would have to give an 
in-depth compte rendu of the travels’ findings. These “disco-
very reports” will substantiate a “white paper” through a web 
platform and will be supported by short videos, sound recor-
dings and photo reports that will give them a live character. The 
radio media is very present in certain schools involved in the 
project. Groups of teenagers take charge of documentaries for 
web-radios and teenage project members participate in regular 
direct radio broadcasts in their classrooms, in partnership with 
a local radio Association. We therefore intend to use this media 
to foster contacts with the local ground reality that we will dis-
cover. This is also a guarantee for teenager active participation 
in cultural exchanges. We hope to be able to produce some live 
broadcasts during our travels. 

Investigation tools to invent
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Short yet intensive travels

We are going to reach out to other teenagers in Europe and 
even beyond. Each volunteer will be able to participate in dif-
ferent travels (one, two or three according to his/her will). We 
plan to conduct ten travels of a short period each (four to five 
nights), that will take place during school vacation periods and 
for which the cost should not exceed 15 euros / day per person. 
The first trip is already programmed: the destination is Greece. 
It will take place from the 17th to the 21st of December 2016. 
The choice of this country fills several criteria. First of all, dis-
covering this country appeals to our teenagers. Then, it is the 
birthplace of European civilisation. Starting with Greece is there-
fore highly symbolic. Finally, the actual economic and political si-
tuations, the burning question of immigrants and the connection 
between Europe and the Orient are aspects that do not leave 
Tourcoing teenagers unmoved, with Maghreb and Africa being 
the ethnic origin of some of them. It is also in Greece that the 
invention of “citizenship 2.0” started. Along the way, we plan 
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A bottom-up participation
The ultimate aim of the project is to make a plea. This plea is a 
statement tool that anchors our approach in a bottom-up par-
ticipation desire. We consider that it is up to 14-18 year-old 
youngsters, the first concerned by citizenship build-up, to draw 
conclusions from their investigation approach. This is consistent 
with their own experience of engagement, since they have alrea-
dy taken the initiative of joining association collectives before 
joining this project. Equipped with this tool, the teenagers will 
seek contacts with association and education representatives 
and politicians in France, for instance by soliciting the parliamen-
tary commission regarding citizenship matters in Europe. In this 
respect, an appointment with members of the European parlia-
ment in charge of citizenship topics at Brussels is also planned 
for. In fact, this project stemmed from reading a report, written 
almost ten years ago, on citizenship policies for 14-18 year olds 
in different European countries. Through the work we are ela-
borating, the teenagers will therefore be able to contribute to 
updating and enriching this document through the testimonies 
they would have gathered. This would give this category of citi-
zens, that traditionally has few occasions to speak, the occasion 
to express its own claims or those of other young Europeans. 

for destinations such as the Baltic states, Norway, Germany and 
Romania. The list of destinations will be set in agreement with 
the students and with the available contacts. The aim of these 
encounters is thus to gather and cross testimonies pertaining to 
experienced practices of citizenship manufacture in Europe by 
14-18 year olds.


