
Youth Advocacy
Stories from the Field



Youth Advocacy

Moderator: Ayana Melvan, Aquarium Conservation 
Partnership and Afterschool Alliance Ambassador Alum for 
Rhode Island
Panelists: 

● Sean den Bok; Fresno Chaffee Zoo
● Elliot A. Rivera former Executive Director of Youth In 

Action, Inc. and Principal Consultant and Founder of 
Desahogo Leadership

● Miguela Marzolf, Seattle Aquarium
● Shervin Hess, Oregon Zoo

Closing Remarks: Stephanie Joseph, New York Aquarium, 
WCS

Washington, DC June 2017 Youth Advocacy Day on the Hill



Moving youth from the field to leadership to advocacy.



Exploring Strategies for Co-Creating Advocacy 
Programs with Youth

From programs for youth → to movements with youth



Stories: 

Youth In Action/ACP & Azul



Three Foundations to Co-Creating 
Authentically  with Youth



Key Takeaways & 
Next Steps



Engaging Youth in Policy 
Advocacy

SEATTLE AQUARIUM

August 21, 2025



Mission: Inspiring conservation of our 
marine environment.



“Reef”-reshing ways 
to support corals

• Grade: K – 5th 
• Activity: Coral 

Conservation Contest



It’s never too early 
to be an advocate

• Ages: 6 – 9
• Activity: Silent March

• Ages: 6 – 12
• Activity: Zines



You “otter” know you 
can always help the 
ocean.
• Grades: 6th - 12th
• Activity: Postcards



Youth Ocean 
Advocates

• Launched in 1994
• Enrolled in grades 9 – 12 
• Training
• Volunteer activities



YOA Poli-SEA 
Trainings
• Why Policy Matters
• Mock Hearing
• Aquarium Policy Priorities
• Policy Messaging



Lobby Day

• Annual trip to Olympia
• Meetings with state legislators
• Rally
• Tour
• Hearings



Use the box but think 
outside it 

• Their voice
• Their 

media
• Their 

passion



Beyond TikTok: Communication Skills for Youth



Generation Smartphone 

Ownership

Daily Usage 

(Avg)

Key Behavior & 

Concerns

Gen Z ~95–98% ~4.5–6+ hrs/day High dependency, 

frequent checks, 

social 

media-heavy

Gen Alpha ~94–95% by 

age 11

3–7+ hrs/day for 

many

Early immersion, 

gaming, YouTube, 

strong 

parental/educator 

involvement

 

 



Why originality matters in the age of AI 
and social media

1. Algorithms prioritize engagement
2. Audience fatigue with sameness
3. Virality depends on novelty
4. Long-term performance



Tech and style changes, storytelling doesn’t

● Structure: Beginning, middle and end.
● Character: Someone or something to root for.
● Emotion: laugh, feel awe, or feel empathy = remembered and shared.



What else can zoos and aquariums offer?

● Media training – professional editing, camerawork and production
● Field visits – experience conservation where it’s happening
● Elected tours – make youth programs a stop when electeds visit
● Media literacy – navigate info stream, recognize misinformation, engage thoughtfully



AZA Annual Conference

● CEC Open Session - Monday, Sept. 15   
8:00am-12:00pm

● Youth Advocacy Session at AZA -          
Tues, Sept. 16 2:00-3:30pm

● AZA Open Roundtable in Exhibit Hall - 
Tues, Sept. 16 4:00-5:00pm

Support for 
Youth Advocacy 

Survey Link




