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ABSTRACT

Youth work in Ireland is evolving from a primarily voluntary activity, engaging young people
in out-of-school leisure time activities, to one where there is increasing state involvement,
along with a process of professionalisation which now sees some 1400 people employed as
youth workers (NYCI 2012). These changes take place against a backdrop of an increased
focus on pre-determined outcomes, and an emphasis on ‘targeted youth work’ (Kiely &
Meade 2018). Youth workers are challenged in this context to articulate the values, the
processes, and the outcomes of youth work as a particular sort of practice, based on particular
sets of relationships.

To date, with a few notable exceptions (Devlin & Gunning 2009, Melaugh 2015), youth
workers’ voices have not been prioritised in youth work literature. This research seeks to
rebalance that situation by engaging professional youth workers in a narrative inquiry process
to elicit their perspectives on professional youth work.

Narrative inquiry, using the terms story and narrative interchangeably, is based on the idea
that narratives/stories are both the phenomenon to be studied, and the method of study
(Pinnegar & Daynes 2006). The narrative process employed engaged professional youth
workers in multiple conversations about before, becoming and being youth workers, eliciting

‘stories of experience’ (Connelly & Clandinin 1990). These stories were then ‘restoried’ to

identify four key findings, namely:

e The participants in this research can be termed ‘accidental youth workers’ because of the
nature of their pathways into the professions.

e Itisessential that youth workers have the opportunity to discuss their practice and identity,
in order for them to be, and to be seen as, a collective group of professionals.

e Participants stress that youth work is distinctive as a profession in a number of ways,
including the means of preparing for it, and the types of learning and knowledge required
for its practice.

e Finally, a growing emphasis on outcomes, evidence and value for money has, according
to the participants, ‘disadvantaged’ youth workers, and youth work as a profession.

Sociological perspectives on the professions, particularly the work of Evetts (2011) which
focuses on professionalism as both an organisational and occupational discourse, added
another dimension to the analysis. Evetts (2011) examines features of professionalism which
both support and create tensions for professions working with people. | propose that a code
of ethics/ethical practice, and a strong education and training infrastructure, is essential if
youth work as a value-based practice is to survive and thrive in Ireland. Creating systems to
support and promote youth workers’ voices is central to the success of this endeavour.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

1.1 Introduction

Informed by a particular theoretical base and a distinct set of values enacted in practice, youth
work in Ireland evolved from a purely voluntary endeavour to a professional occupation
(Devlin 2017) which now employs over 1400 full-time staff working alongside 40,000
volunteers (NYCI & Indecon 2012 p. 45). Associated with this evolution has been a change
in how youth workers are seen and see themselves. From volunteers and voluntary
organisations acting out of philanthropic, charitable and social control motives, youth
workers are now also educated and qualified practitioners who are paid to practice youth
work in Ireland. However, for those involved in youth work, professionalisation was not
inevitable. Instead it occurred within wider social and political contexts resulting in a unique

situation amongst the social professions where volunteers substantially outnumber paid staff.

Since the 1960s, youth work has been incrementally recognised by the Irish government and
this is apparent with the publication of the Bruton (1977), O’Sullivan (1980) and Costello
(1984) reports, and more recently the Youth Work Act 2001. Additionally, the National
Youth Work Development Plan 2003-2007 (DES 2003) [NYWDP], Better Outcomes,
Brighter Futures (DCYA 2014a) [BOBF] and the National Youth Strategy (DCYA 2015)
have all contributed to bringing more state control. Conversely, Kiely (2009 p. 12) suggests
global changes and forces, e.g. the banking crisis in 2008, have contributed to marginalising
practices underpinned by specific values such as empowerment, equality and inclusiveness.
What’s more, programmatic approaches measuring pre-determined outcomes against criteria
predominate, with a move to tendering for services becoming increasingly apparent, e.g.
Value For Money Policy Review (DCYA 2014b) [VFMPRY].

1.2 Research Context

In the context of a rapidly changing practice environment, youth workers are challenged to
communicate youth work as a distinctive practice to diverse audiences including policy
makers and funders (Spence 2007). Akin to other professions, especially those working with
people, youth work is being shaped by the wider policy and professional discourses. This

research is concerned with youth workers’ perspectives and specifically their experiences in
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this context. Firstly, the question asks who those professional youth workers are, considering
there is an ‘absence of centralised record keeping systems’. Secondly, how do they
understand their role seeing as there is ‘evidence that the paid workforce within youth work
is well educated with approximately two-thirds of paid staff employed in a number of roles
educated to third level degree standard or above’ (NYCI & Youthnet 2013 p. 6), yet the focus
of their degrees, whether youth work or otherwise, is unknown.

In the remainder of this chapter | provide a rationale for this study through (i) describing how
my own position as a practitioner researcher contributed to identifying the inquiry of this
study and, (ii) identifying the gap in literature. I conclude by describing the purpose of and
approach to the research, and by outlining the structure of the thesis.

» Background to the Study

Following qualifying as a youth worker, I started working in 2007 shortly before the ‘global
financial crisis’ of 2008. This ‘crisis’ led directly to the introduction of an Irish austerity
programme in 2009 which disproportionately impacted the Irish youth work sector (Devlin
2012, Jenkinson 2013, Melaugh 2015, NYCI 2016). Certainly, austerity does not account for
all the changes that took place and continue to affect youth work, but it is the backdrop to my
research interest and the conversations | have with professional youth workers in this
research. As a professional youth worker, I have encountered many challenges associated
with my own practice and identity. Whilst | have always been confident to speak about my
practice and call myself a professional youth worker amongst colleagues, | have faced
difficulties in communicating and articulating my practice and identity to professionals

outside of youth work.

Funders increasing focus on pre-determined outcomes foster a disparity between what they
consider the value of youth work to be, and what youth workers do (Spence 2007). For
example, a young person speaking out in a group after admitting to the youth worker —me in
this scenario — that it was a challenge they needed to overcome for many months is constituted
as an achievement and therefore, an outcome for me as the youth worker, but not the funder.
As a result, this type of detail is generally omitted from final reports leading to external

audiences’ misinterpretations of youth workers’ practice and identity.

Of course, my individual experiences are influenced by the broader political, economic and
social environment and the ongoing changes occurring, therefore | am interested in other
2



professional youth workers’ experiences in it. I want to explore our experiences as a
professional group, how we individually understand similarities and differences, and how we
manage this collectively. This is the impetus behind doing this research and why | take on
the dual role of a practitioner and a researcher (Costley 2010). The role necessitates critical
reflexivity (Finlay & Gough 2003) to facilitate research participation which ‘promotes an
engagement in the process that is educational and developmental for both researchers and
practitioners’ (Issitt & Spence 2005 p. 79). This aspect of the research is explored further in
Chapter 4.

While consideration of recent political, economic and social changes in Ireland has occurred
in other social professions, e.g. social work (Featherstone 2011), this has tended not to occur
in youth work, hence the value of this study focusing on Irish Youth Workers’ Perspectives
on Professional Youth Work. That said, there is a considerable body of literature to assist this
(DES 2003, Devlin 2010, 2012, Kiely 2009, Melaugh 2015, Treacy 2009). Various
perspectives discuss what youth work is, the principles informing it, and its contribution to
young people’s lives. Moreover, interpretations in the sociology of the professions are useful
for supporting insights into global forces and movements alongside Irish policy and
legislative changes occurring. This helps make sense of what youth work is evolving into in
terms of its practice base and professional status. However, despite a few notable exceptions
(Devlin & Gunning 2009, Melaugh 2015), the tendency for Irish literature to focus on policy

has resulted in youth workers’ perspectives receiving little attention.

Similar to ‘In Defence of Youth Work’ — set up in response to the dismantling of youth work
as a statutory service in England — and research by Spence et al. (2006), my study aims to
prioritise youth workers’ stories. This is done by asking practitioners about their experiences
of professional youth work and illustrates why practice knowledge needs to be explained by
youth workers themselves. In doing so it allows the stories of practice to stand alongside
stories about practice (Spence et al. 2006). The study makes space for youth workers to

contribute to, challenge, support and contextualise the stories that are told about them.

This study focuses on the South West of Ireland as previous research with youth workers
occurred, for the most part, in Dublin (Farrelly et al. 2010, Melaugh 2015). Drawing from
relevant literature, analysis and discussion concentrates on the following areas: youth work

as a profession, features of youth work, education and training, youth work management,



professionalism and professionalisation, and finally, policy and austerity (Bessant 2004,
Davies 2005, Devlin 2010, Hughes et al 2014, Melaugh 2015, Sercombe 2010, Young 1999).
Therefore, considering the broader political, economic and social context, this study
examines youth workers’ perspectives on professional youth work by asking participants
about their experiences of it. This research sets out to explore professional youth workers’
experiences’ through their stories.

1.3 Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this research is to understand professional youth workers’ perspectives on
professional youth work through their own experiences in order to prioritise their voices and
contribute to existing literature. Examining individuals experiences through their stories
reveals how wider contextual changes play out in the daily practice of youth workers. In this
context, professional youth work is usefully explored using the concept of professionalism
as a discourse, particularly as an organisational and occupational discourse (Evetts 2011).

In Chapter 3, I outline perspectives in the sociology of the professions concentrating on
professionalism, the focus for more contemporary theorising on the professions. | explore
Evetts’ (2006, 2011, 2012) analysis of professionalism as a discourse and what organisational
and occupational discourses are. Using these, she considers the current context for
professions, particularly those working with people, e.g. youth work, and the challenges,

tensions and opportunities they encounter.

However, it can be difficult for practitioners to see the relevance of sociological analysis
within their professional lives and practices. Youth workers understand and communicate
their practice through stories of experiences, and it is through their stories the principles of
practice are emphasised (Spence 2007). That said, they also describe difficulties with
explaining their work beyond its practice context due to the nature of the work, e.g. having
to make on the spot decisions without pre-planning. Usefully, discourses of professionalism
refer to areas such as discretionary decision making in complex cases which support an
analysis of concerns like these in the participants’ stories. As a result, a more in-depth
understanding of ongoing difficulties for youth workers trying to explain what they do and
how beyond their practice environments, and importantly how they might challenge these, is

possible. Hence, hearing youth workers’ experiences through their own stories of practice is



of considerable value when trying to understand the dilemmas they currently contend with
as individual professionals and as a group of professionals.

The challenge for youth work, as | see it, it to resist becoming merely a set of practices which
addresses externally imposed outcomes, and to remain grounded in the values, principles,
theories and practice-base of youth work. A developing shift away from value-based
explanations of practice to more technical explanations is explored in Chapter 3.

1.4  The Research Design

As described in Chapter 4, the study adopts a qualitative approach to address the research
question and is significantly influenced by narrative inquiry. This approach was chosen
because of its compatibility with youth workers use of conversation in their daily practice
and because it is through youth workers’ own explanations that youth work practice is
understood best (Spence 2007). Previously, English research about youth work has omitted
youth workers’ voices and, therefore, the potential they may have to shape policy (Issitt &
Spence 2005). Also, as noted (see Section 1.2), research on youth work in Ireland has thus
far focused on policy rather than youth workers’ perspectives. As | am a practitioner
researcher, my own position is subjective, therefore, by explaining my philosophical
underpinnings and rationale for the methodological choices in Chapter 4, the suitability of a
qualitative approach is apparent. Narrative inquiry necessitates that several long and in-depth
interviews, engaging a small number of participants, are undertaken. Research participants
come from three different organisations in Limerick City and County to present the
individuality of settings professional youth workers’ practice in. The research methodology
creates a space for them to share their experiences, and through their stories their perspectives
on professional youth work become apparent. Hence, knowledge is produced ‘with’ them as

opposed to ‘on’ them.

Considering the background and context, the research methodology is guided by the

following objectives:

- To facilitate six youth workers to tell their stories of practice, highlighting the
individuality and unique complexities within them.
- To carry out the research in a manner that enables the participants to communicate the

principles of their practice through conversation.
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- To facilitate a space to be self-reflective, essential for all social professionals (Schon
2001).

1.5 Conclusion

This chapter has given an outline of the research while summarising the focus of the
proceeding chapters. It states the research aim which enquires into youth workers’
perspectives on professional youth work considering the local, national and global context.
Who professional youth workers are, and how they understand their role, is of considerable
interest in building this inquiry along with highlighting my own position as the impetus for
this research.

The rationale for carrying out this study is grounded in the gap in literature, i.e. the absence
of youth workers’ perspectives on professional youth work in Ireland. Moreover, it is rooted

in youth workers’ experiences. These two areas are discussed further in Chapters 2 and 3.

Chapter 4 describes the research design — influenced by the purpose of this study — to explore
youth workers’ experiences, and so it focuses on creating space to elicit participants’ stories

and prioritise their voices.

Analysis highlighted an overall plotline, Before, Becoming and Being, and individual
experiences in this plotline are represented through seven vignettes. These vignettes are
included in the three findings Chapters, 5, 6 and 7, titled ‘Luck more so than a grand design’,

‘Adult somebodies’, and Youth workers out and about”’.

Informed by relevant literature, Chapter 8 discusses the key themes from the plotline under
the following headings: Various Routes to Professional Youth Work, Practice and Identity,

Communicating Youth Work to Others, and finally, The Policy and Funding Context.

Chapter 9 concludes the inquiry as it revisits the approach and findings, outlines the
contributions, limitations and implications of the research, and finally suggests

recommendations for future research.



CHAPTER 2: IRISH YOUTH WORK: AN OVERVIEW
2.1 Introduction

Chapter 1 provides a background to and rationale for this inquiry into Youth workers’
perspectives on Professional Youth Work, perspectives that are under-represented in the
literature. These perspectives are discussed using relevant literature on policy, theory and
practice. This literature is reviewed in Chapters 2 and 3, and explores the evolution of youth
work in Ireland from a purely voluntary endeavour to an increasingly professionalised

practice.
2.2 Historical Overview

* The Origins of Irish Youth Work

Irish Youth Work owes its origins to the late 19" century and | will identify some key
moments in its development through the 20" and early part of the 21% century. Like in Britain,
youth work in late 19" century Ireland was part of a wider philanthropic movement — made
up of mostly volunteers — seeking to ‘rescue’ young people perceived to be in need (Banks
2004).

Despite commonalities in the birth of youth work, a closer look at Ireland’s religious and
political context reveals how and why Irish youth work evolved differently from that in
Britain (Devlin 2010). Since Ireland was established as a Free State after the Rising of 1916,
and became a Republic in 1949, young people in Ireland were seen as vital in building a state
that was distinctly Irish and by extension Catholic. At the time, the principle of subsidiarity,
a concept drawn from the teachings of German Catholic intellectuals, emphasised the care
and welfare of society was not the responsibility of the state but individuals, families and
religious associations. As a result, the Irish state was largely relegated to the role of bystander
and later funder with voluntarism central to social and welfare support thus influencing the

increased development of voluntary youth organisations.

Voluntarism informed youth work delivery in Ireland for most of the 20" century and
supported the establishment of organisations such as the Boy Scouts and the lesser known

Na Fianna Eireann (Hurley 1992). These organisations were more often underpinned by



religious values and political agendas (the main ones being “Catholic/nationalist and
“Protestant/unionist”) (Devlin 2010 p. 96). Certainly, the alignment of Catholicism with Irish
identity ensured the Catholic Church retained the primary role in the co-ordination and
sculpting of youth work for most of the 20" century while the states influence remained
secondary. This was increasingly apparent as local youth clubs were set up and run by
volunteer youth leaders throughout Ireland. However, from the 1940s on there was a gradual

shift in both positions as government concerns with the economic and political climate grew.

Between the 1940s and the 1960s government turned to youth organisations not once but
twice for help to address concerns with the youth population. An ally to the Catholic church
at this point, government sought help from youth organisations for the first time in the 1940s
to address the increasing levels of youth unemployment and rising emigration to Britain
(Devlin 2010), and again in the late 1960s due to increased social expenditure, a growing
population and the publication of The Albemarle Report (1960) which recognised the role of
the Youth Services there considering ‘the anticipated needs of the labour market’ (The
Albemarle Report 1960 p. 10). Moreover, the 1950s and 1960s saw youth organisations like
The National Youth Foundation undergoing substantial development (Hurley 1992),
strengthening their presence in Irish society and therefore their ability to support government.
Undeniably, the events between the 1940s and 1960s prompted two fundamental changes for
Irish youth work, namely, a shift in the role of church and state, and also, the beginnings of

a youth policy process.

In April 1966, Irish youth work and government began engaging with each other as
representatives of all voluntary youth organisations in Ireland met with the Department of
Education. Following this, the National Youth Council of Ireland [NYCI] was established in
January 1968 and became responsible for supporting policy development and co-ordination
of key voluntary youth organisations in Ireland, a role it maintains to this day. As state
recognition grew, so too did the publication of influential reports identifying the role and
contribution of youth work in Ireland and, importantly, a need to include it at policy level.
For example, under the Department of Education, ‘The Development of Youth Services’
prepared by the NYCI in 1975, and included in ‘The Bruton Report’ in 1977, resulted in

small monetary and policy actions for youth work (Hurley 1992).



The Report of the O’Sullivan Committee in 1980 called ‘The Development of Youth Work
Services in Ireland’ produced no less than 100 recommendations concerning the needs of
youth work and young people, and highlighted ‘questions of voluntarism, the nature and
effectiveness of youth programmes, social disadvantage, youth employment and the role of
statutory agencies and the Department’ (Hurley 1992 p. 19). Particularly interesting for youth
organisations was the attention this report gave to the employment of youth workers and their
role. It also commissioned reports such as the ‘Research Report on Youth Organisations’ and
‘A survey of 12 youth clubs’ (Treacy 1989 as cited in Hurley 1992 p. 19) which was the first
suggestion that government were interested in assessing youth work. This report, along with
the more recent ‘Mapping the Work Force in the Youth Work Sector in the Republic of
Ireland’ (NYCI & Youthnet 2013) — noted in Chapter 1 in relation to my research inquiry —
acknowledges that youth workers in Ireland have always come from a diversity of
backgrounds. The Report of the O’Sullivan Committee (1980) states:

Some youth workers enter with a third-level qualification, normally in arts or

social science. Others qualify through years of experience in voluntary youth

work or similar areas and may also have secured relevant certificates or diplomas
through the various courses available. O’Sullivan Committee (1980)

In 1983 the National Youth Policy Committee known as the Costello Committee (chaired by
Justice Declan Costello) commenced its work, and by 1984 they had produced a significant
set of recommendations. Certainly, the Costello Report (1984) is a milestone, putting in place
important building blocks for modern youth work in Ireland. Ultimately though, Irish youth

work policy has been somewhat piecemeal, as has been the level of responsibility.

* Building Blocks for Modern Youth Work

Undoubtedly, the Costello Report (1984) introduced several significant firsts for Irish youth
work including defining the task of youth work, its process and the centrality of critical social
education for the first time. Treacy (2009 p. 183) explains, ‘It emphasised the empowerment
of young people and encouraged youth workers to engage in processes that enabled young
people to become critical participants in society: a view of youth work more in line with the
Critical Social Education model’. It also recommends the structure of youth work be

reformed, and for the first time in Irish youth work, a clear structure for a ‘National Youth



Service, distinct and independent but with links to other services for youth’ (Hurley1992 p.
23) was proposed and welcomed by youth work organisations.

Furthermore, while previous reports (Bruton 1977, O’Sullivan 1980) concentrate on the
volunteer youth worker as central in youth work — placing paid workers in a supportive role
— the Costello Committee identifies a need for ‘the employment of youth workers’ (National
Youth Policy Committee 1984 p. 122). It advises the allocation of funding to youth work at
the time made it unsustainable and recommends the establishment of training at university

level for youth workers. This is discussed later in this section.

The Costello Report (1984) can — for the reasons | have just outlined — be conceived of as an
instrumental and positive contribution providing building blocks for the development of Irish
youth work over the next thirty years. That said, the course of Irish youth work has not run
smoothly by any means. Harvey (1994) describes an environment where scarce resources
prompted rivalry and competition amongst youth work organisations impacting how they
explain and justify their work. Moreover, many valuable recommendations from the Costello
Report (1984) were either unplanned and ad hoc, or were not realised for many years. For
example, in 1988 a grant scheme financed by the National Lottery was introduced by the
Department of Education and provided extraordinary amounts of funding for youth work to
target young people in marginalised and disadvantaged communities. This provoked an
‘influx’ (Treacy 1992 p. 15) of mostly untrained, unqualified and other qualified youth
workers by organisations that were unprepared for this shift. However, on a more positive
note this coincided with the establishment of the first under-graduate programme for youth
work in Maynooth University, though it was at a time when the Irish youth population was
actually falling. Thus far, despite ‘The purpose and outcomes of youth work. Report to the
Interagency Group’ (Devlin & Gunning 2009), there has been little literature on the

experiences and perspectives of these workers, hence the importance of my research.

In 1997, the first youth work act was introduced and enacted but was ultimately unsuccessful.
Its reliance on the provision of an infrastructure envisaged but never realised in the Education
Act 1997 made it unworkable. Nevertheless, two significant parts of the 1997 Youth Work
Act were adhered to and contributed to the realisation of the Youth Work Act in 2001. These
included the recognition of the NYCI as the national organisation representing the voluntary
youth work sector. Also, the National Youth Work Advisory Committee (NYWAC) was set
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up to advise the Minister on matters concerning youth work services and policies. Finally, in
2001 the Youth Work Act was passed, and for the first time in Irish youth work it places
responsibility on government and the state to ‘define the development, structure and funding

of youth work in Ireland’ (Jenkinson 2013 p. 7).

« Definition and Structure for Youth Work in Ireland

The Youth Work Act 2001 provides an overarching definition of and direction for youth
work to internal stakeholders and external audiences, as:
a planned programme of education designed for the purpose of aiding and

enhancing the personal and social development of young persons through their
voluntary participation, and which is —

Complimentary to their formal, academic or vocational education and training;
and

Provided primarily by voluntary youth work organisations
(Youth Work Act 2001)

While the Act acknowledges paid youth workers as employees of youth work organisations,
they are not called professional youth workers. The Act legislates that all Voluntary Youth
Councils give only one quarter of places to paid youth workers and the rest to volunteers.
This, | argue, supports the belief that paid youth workers, i.e. professional youth workers,
and particularly their views, are not of relative importance to volunteers. Considering this, it

is not surprising youth workers’ voices are largely absent in the literature.

 The National Youth Work Development Plan

In 2003, NYWAC produced a plan for the development of Irish youth work. Focusing on the
enhancement and support of professionalism, the NYWDP (Department of Education and
Science [DES] 2003) recommends a set of actions to ensure standards of quality, efficiency
and safety are in place. The NYWDP (DES 2003) outlines a strategy which includes several
markers that are significant for youth work as a profession, e.g.

- Endorsement Body (NSETS)

- Routes to Certification

- Registration

- Professional Association
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Interestingly, the NYWDP (DES 2003) states not everyone can be a youth worker, just as not
everyone can be a teacher or a doctor, and links youth work with the term profession. Yet
this encompassed those who are paid as well as those who volunteer. ‘Professional’ in this
sense does not refer to a salaried position or status but rather to the vocational and ethical
underpinning of the role. Professional in the plan does not signify or distinguish a full-time,
paid youth worker from one who volunteers and there is little reference to the distinctive, yet
complementary roles played by professional and voluntary youth workers adding to my
increased interest in the concept of profession in this research.

* Education and Training

While the NYWDP (DES 2003) uses the term professional youth worker to denote a quality
of approach rather than a status, it does call youth workers professional educators. Looking
at the continuing development of paid and voluntary youth workers through ongoing training,
the plan also focuses on increasing youth work education and training. This was significant
and overdue, not only because of the increasing numbers of paid youth workers — mostly
unqualified and untrained — but also because policy had only attended to in-service rather
than pre-service training up to that point accepting professional youth workers may or may

not have education in youth work theory or practice.

Until 2003, the education and training for professional youth workers had been largely
uncoordinated, inconsistent and fragmented nationally. Workers availed of extra-mural
training related to leadership and issues relevant to young people at the time, while the
establishment of third level programmes, though encouraging, were limited to only a few
areas in Ireland, making them inaccessible to many. For example, Maynooth University
began delivering a youth work diploma in 1985, while University College Cork [UCC]
partnered with Youth Work Ireland (National Organisation supporting over 21 local youth
clubs through an integrated service model) in 1993 to offer a degree in youth work and with
Brunel University, in 1995, to provide a Masters in Youth Studies. However, despite this, an
overarching framework ensuring consistent, theoretically informed youth work practice

throughout Ireland was absent.

Indeed, Treacy (1992) highlights some inconsistency in the methods used amongst youth
workers and their interpretations of youth work principles and approaches while Harvey

(1994) identifies a workforce without a clear, consistent theoretical base and intellectual
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infrastructure. As noted, the NYWDP (DES 2003) recognises this by recommending the
establishment of a body to professionally endorse youth work programmes across Ireland.
Action 4.1 states ‘a youth work validation body should be established, with the purpose of

developing a comprehensive framework for accreditation and certification in youth work’

(2003 p. 27).

In 2006, the establishment of the North South Education and Training Standards Committee
[NSETS] marked the realisation of Action 4.1. Assessing existing and newly developing
youth work programmes, NSETS approves qualifications which are professionally
recognised across England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales, with a vision for ‘A world class
workforce for youth work on the island of Ireland’. Seven youth work programmes in Irish
higher education institutes have acquired NSETS endorsement to date. These include:

- Carlow Institute of Technology

- the Centre for Youth Ministry

- Dundalk Institute of Technology

- Maynooth University

- Open University

- University College Cork

- University of Ulster.

2.3 Irish Youth Work: 2008-Present

* Double Trouble — Austerity Funding and Staff Cuts

While some actions were realised, the NYWDP (DES 2003) was never fully funded or
implemented, and after 2007 any further attempts to develop youth work were hampered by
the downturn in the global economy. In 2008, the Irish banking and construction sectors
collapsed and one in every seven jobs were lost (O’Farrell 2013). As a result, the Irish
Government introduced a programme of austerity made up of two thirds spending cuts and
one third revenue increases (O’Farrell 2013). Like many sectors receiving state funding at
the time, Irish youth work was not exempt from the blows of austerity and sustained massive

cuts to funding for youth work specific programmes.

“Youth Services took a disproportionate hit between 2008 and 2014 with cuts four and a half
times general Government budget reductions’ (NYCI 2016 p. 5). Indeed, this highlighted the
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relatively low status attributed to youth work in the policy and funding arenas as a reduction
of 31.7% in funding for youth work occurred between 2008 and 2015 (NYCI 2018 p. 4).
While funding has gradually increased in the past four years, levels have still not returned to
those of pre-austerity Ireland. For example, in 2016 funding was increased by €1.1 million
in current and €2.25 million in capital expenditure (NYCI 2016) while in 2018, €58.9 million
(NYCI 2018 p. 4) was granted to youth work, yet this is still 20% below the €73.1 million
given in 2008.

It seems austerity brought a series of inescapable funding decisions, decisions with
consequences still impacting the youth work sector today. However, the sector resisted this
austerity, producing various publications, e.g. ‘Assessment on the Economic Value of Youth
Work’ (NYCI & Indecon 2012), which argued the importance of youth work’s contribution
to Irish society and for the first time, the number of professional youth workers in Ireland
was identified — 1,397(NYCI & Indecon 2012).

Shortly after this publication, ‘Mapping the Work Force in the Youth Work Sector in the
Republic of Ireland’ (NYCI & Youthnet 2013 p. 6) exclaims that ‘ongoing cuts to budgets
have impacted severely on service delivery and organisations are mindful of their resources
and how they are perceived’. At a time of unremitting cuts when valuable youth work
resources, including youth workers’ jobs, were being lost, this really was a call to halt these
reductions. Additionally, ‘a move away from association to individualised work’ was
developing, and the accumulation of cuts to youth work prompted professional youth workers
to mobilise themselves as an association in 2013, The Irish Youth Workers Association
[I'YWA] (Melaugh 2015 p. 110).

Certainly, funding cuts were not the only changes emerging after 2008 as responsibility for
youth work was transferred from one government department to another. After nearly twenty
five years in the Department of Education (the Department of Education and Science [DES]),
youth work became the responsibility of the Office of the Minister for Children [OMC] and
later the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs [OMCY A] whose role was
mostly concerned with health, but also education and youth justice. This move signalled the
emergence of particular tensions and challenges for youth workers and youth work
organisations, e.g. ‘conflicting ethos or principle (as in the case of youth justice services and

the question of ‘voluntary participation’) or the issue of what age group of ‘young people’
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youth work should concern itself with’ (Devlin 2008 p. 52) which are not only unresolved to
date, but | would argue that, even with a move to the Department of Children and Youth

Affairs [DCYA] in 2011, have grown exponentially.

Established in 2011, the DCY A oversees policy and provision for children, young people and
families. In the DCYA, the Youth Affairs Unit prioritises non-formal education, i.e. youth
work, for young people to develop their personal and social skills with a particular emphasis
on socially disadvantaged young people. While here, the funding cuts have forced youth work
organisations to explore all available options for funding (Jenkinson 2013) resulting in

increased expectations for youth workers to work with specific groups of young people.

Despite continuous reductions in funding for youth work specific programmes during
austerity, funding from sources prioritising child protection and welfare in addition to
diversion and rehabilitation actually increased. Since the publication of The Ryan Report
(Ryan 2009) — highlighting countless acts of abuse against children and young people — a
heightened awareness and impetus around the protection and welfare of children and young
people is prevalent at policy level. Tusla — the government agency responsible for child
protection and family support — and the Irish Youth Justice Service have increasingly
provided significant amounts of funding for work with more targeted young people, i.e. those
qualifying under the family support or youth justice remits. Since the introduction of
austerity, youth work organisations have increasingly sought funding from more affluent
sources to ensure the existence and sustainability of their services (Jenkinson 2013, Melaugh
2015).

Youth work managers described the downturn as a time of survival for youth work
organisations (Jenkinson 2013). | suggest that the impact to youth work as a value-based
practice needs to be considered, as youth work’s relationship with the state was reconfigured
and made way for the holy trinity of outcomes, evidence and value for money, a trio all too
familiar to youth workers today. Treacy (2009) warned that ‘funding does not come without
strings attached and funding pressures threaten to submerge many of the distinctive and
diverse traditions that youth workers have long championed’. Elsewhere, English youth
workers were being urged to challenge current policy decisions as funding for work with

targeted young people is prioritised (Davies 2015)
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In addition to location changes and funding cuts, there is concern for the approaches to
assessing youth work programmes. In 2010, the National Quality Standards Framework
[NQSF] (OMCYA 2010) was introduced as an assessment framework for youth programmes.
It outlines a staff-led — unfortunately, not professionally led — process, and assesses the
outcomes. However, despite the emphasis on programmes, its ten steps reflect a youth work
process making it somewhat familiar to youth workers. The same cannot be said for the
Review — embodying the holy trinity of outcomes, evidence and value for money — which

was introduced four years later.

In 2014, the DCYA identified areas where further savings could be made from their
department for the wider Irish economy. A policy review of youth programmes, called the
Value for Money and Policy Review of Youth Programmes [VFMPR] (DCYA 2014b),
focusing specifically on youth programmes and using measurement structures was
undertaken but failed to recognise the youth work process. Exacerbating youth works
marginalised (Spence 2007) position further, the Public Spending Code provides guidance
on which programmes to choose, advising ‘Departments should focus particularly on the
more discretionary areas of programme expenditure, where issues of both effectiveness and
efficiency feature strongly” (DCYA 2014b p. 2). Worryingly, the Review embodied a

technical reasoning throughout.

Globally, social professions are increasingly challenged to explain what they do and how due
to a prevailing technical rationale dominating evaluation structures (de St Croix 2017). These
structures fail to recognise, let alone understand or engage with, the centrality of process over
product in the social professions and, as a result, professions like youth work are viewed as
problematic for evidence gathering and evaluation (lIssitt & Spence 2005, Schon 2001). More
often, practitioners end up telling funders what they want to hear (Kiely 2009). The VFMPR
(DCYA 2014b) assessed whether it was of economic worth to sustain projects under three
specific youth programmes set up under the following funding streams:

- Special Projects for Youth

- Young People’s Facilities and Services Fund 1 and 2

- Local Drugs Task Force projects
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The final VFMPR report (DCYA 2014b) made twelve key recommendations related to the
structure and management of youth funding schemes and these are apparent in the structure
of Irish youth work funding today (referred to in Chapter 8).

¢ Survival: At What Cost?

All things considered, the trajectory of youth work after 2008 appears extremely uncertain
based on my own experiences as a professional youth worker then. During this time,
colleagues were made redundant and those remaining were expected to work with specific,
targeted young people characterised by their deficits (Melaugh 2015). In relation to pay and
conditions, Melaugh (2015) notes workers’ own welfare and enthusiasm for the work has
been affected as a fear of job loss and continued change is having an emotional impact on
them.

While funders like Tusla or Irish Youth Justice may not fully appreciate the youth work
process, they most definitely recognise that youth work supports workers to engage with
young people, particularly those most disadvantaged and most distant from services.
Therefore, targeted funding for youth work is increasing and employment opportunities in
universal youth work are limited for youth workers. On this, Treacy (2009 p. 189) points to
Young (1999) who ‘believes it is important for youth workers to keep focused on the fact
that they do not work with young people solely because they are ‘in trouble’ or the cause of
trouble’. In fact, youth work managers are also apprehensive about the funding environment
and ‘the effect this has on the provision of universal youth work initiatives aimed at the

general youth population’ (Jenkinson 2013 p. 10).

* Reasons to Frame Professional Practice

Undeniably, professional youth work has been challenged in recent years, yet efforts to
develop it at policy and grassroots level have not ceased. | outline five significant

developments, already noted, to conclude this section.

Firstly, there was the implementation of the NQSF (OMCYA 2010) (looked at further in
Chapter 3, section 3.4), a tool for youth work organisations to articulate practice, and review
and assess their work and continuing development within the broader structures of informal
and non-formal education. Importantly, it recognises the diversity of ways youth work

happens in Ireland, i.e. with paid and voluntary youth workers. At first glance, the NQSF
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(OMCYA 2010) could be critiqued for its administratively heavy load, yet its ten-step
process reflects a youth work process, particularly the principles of youth work provision.
Unfortunately, a lack of monitoring of its implementation and use in recent years means the

evidence is not yet available to assess youth work under its own terms.

Secondly, youth work moved to the DCYA in 2011. Previously, it had moved from the DES
to the OMC, and then the OMCY A, where responsibility for children and young people was
shared between various ministers for Health, Education and Justice primarily. On the one
hand, the DCYA is a more suitable location for youth work as it has its own section — The
Youth Affairs Unit — in the Department, and is recognised alongside other professions
working with young people. On the other hand, it focuses on youth work programmes and of
course with any programmatic approaches come the trio, outcomes, evidence and value for
money, already proven problematic for youth workers in relation to the VFMPR (DCYA
2014b). Unfortunately, a programmatic approach fails to recognise youth workers as central
in the process and delivery of these programmes. This is apparent on their website

(www.dcya.gov.ie) which has no reference to youth workers and in turn contributes to

silencing youth workers’ voices. Also, it is possible that the values underpinning youth work,

e.g. voluntary participation, may get lost in the child health and welfare focus.

Thirdly, at long last, recognition, inclusion and an intention to further develop youth work in
Irish policy and strategy is apparent in the publication of the national policy framework,
BOBF (DCYA 2014a). It sets out goals and outcomes related to the health and well-being of
all Irish young people and who needs to be involved including professionals and volunteers
in youth work. In the same vein as the NYWDP (DES 2003), some of the goals in BOBF
(DCYA 2014a) emphasise the importance of training and education for professionals
working in formal and non-formal education as central to this. They include;

- Quality standards

- Interdisciplinary and inter-professional training programmes

- An interdisciplinary workforce.

Furthermore, the National Youth Strategy 2015-2020 (DCYA 2015) also originated from
BOBF (DCYA 2014a) —the DCY A had consulted with professionals and volunteers working
with young people and the feedback from this process informed the development of the
strategy. While BOBF (DCYA 2014a) means a shared rather than a dedicated policy space
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for youth work, closer examination reveals several details which are encouraging for the
future of youth work. BOBF (DCYA 2014a) outlines six transformational goals reflecting
youth works guiding principles and acknowledges young people’s transitions and therefore
provision of service in education, health, child welfare and youth justice to support this
(DCYA 2014ap. 35)

Moreover, the government’s view of youth work finally appears to have shifted. Despite
recognising the primary role of youth work in critical social education since 1985, later
reports note youth work was still largely associated with recreation rather than social and
critical education, a dominant view prior to 1984 (Ronayne 1992). However, the National
Youth Strategy 2015-2020 (DCY A 2015) places youth workers alongside already recognised
professionals such as teachers and social workers, indicating a change in government’s
perception of youth work. These individuals are all acknowledged in the strategy as
supportive in young peoples’ transition (DCYA 2015 p. 13) and | suggest that this supports
professional youth workers claims for professional recognition. Though BOBF (DCYA
2014a) positions youth work in a shared professional and policy space, rather than its own,
it does acknowledge youth work and the existence of professional youth workers, beside

already recognised other professionals, working with young people.

Fourth is the establishment of NSETS in 2006. As such, the number of professionally
endorsed youth work programmes in Ireland has grown and therefore the potential for
professional youth workers to hold professionally endorsed qualifications that are not only
recognised in Ireland but also in England, Scotland and Wales. That said, these programmes
are largely located in the East of Ireland (University College Cork is the exception) and so
access is still more difficult for potential and current youth workers in the west and north
west of Ireland. Ideally, NSETS endorsement needs to expand in the West of Ireland in the

coming years.

The fifth, and final, development is the emergence of the I'YWA in 2013. This was an
unforeseen, yet hopeful, consequence of austerity as youth workers attempted to make their
voices heard, particularly on matters like professional recognition and practice, locally and
nationally. The initial purpose was for youth workers to resist the challenges named thus far
(Melaugh 2015). However, since its initial inception in 2013 there has been minimal activity

from the Association. Indeed, the impetus for the Association came from professional youth
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workers in the east of Ireland but any further momentum has failed to gather since. Quite
possibly, this is because more professional youth workers have accessed NSETS training in
the east compared to the rest of Ireland. This could mean that it is mainly the youth workers
in the east who realise the need and value of being recognised as professionals. It may also
indicate that the I'YWA criteria initially stipulated that members must have a professionally-
accredited qualification, thus preventing the majority of professional youth workers in
Ireland joining (NYCI & Youthnet 2013). Though the criteria was amended in 2018 — now
there is a clause stating professional youth workers with ten years or more continual youth
work employment can join (ref Appendix I) — energy and economics has curbed the
momentum that was there at the beginning. On speaking to an existing member during this
research, numbers involved have dropped significantly leaving only three youth workers on
the committee to reconsider the strategic direction of the association.

Considering the policy and funding context outlined in this chapter, | suggest that youth
workers need to question whether youth work is part of social change or social control in
Irish society (Treacy 2009 p. 15). Indeed, Kiely (2009) warns ‘youth work [is] increasingly
attractive to the state as a means of managing and socialising young people who move outside
the radar of other services’. What’s more, Treacy (2009) foresees youth work becoming
another service slowly losing the features and practices which make it unique. Similarly, in
England, Davies (2005) argues youth work values and principles are often compromised
because youth workers are required to meet funders’ expectations. The reality for youth
workers is that funders’ goals are not always achievable, translatable or visible to funders in
a youth work context (Spence 2007). If funding for Irish youth work continues in the same
direction, as literature suggests (Jenkinson 2013, Kiely 2009, Kiely and Meade 2018), the

future for youth work as a value-based practice is extremely uncertain.

Examining policy and strategy in Ireland highlights an emerging, though not unproblematic
recognition of youth work and youth workers. Considering this, to what extent professional
youth work and particularly the role of a professional youth worker is communicated and
understood underscores my commitment to hearing and re-presenting youth workers’

perspectives on professional youth work.
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24 Conclusion

On the one hand, youth work has expanded from a philanthropic activity carried out by
volunteers to one now also practiced by paid workers who are both professionally qualified
or other qualified and in some cases — though not as common today — not qualified at all. On
the other hand, funded youth work practices are moving from a set of activities grounded in
aims, principles and a particular vision of all young people to one more commonly focused
on addressing the needs of specific, targeted groups. Examining youth work policy from 1984
onwards reveals significant developments for professional youth work in Ireland, particularly
from the 1990s on. However, after 2008 the global economy collapsed, and this had a serious

impact on anticipated developments for youth work.

Funding cuts, ill-fitting evaluations and an increasing emphasis on targeted youth work has
created ongoing challenges in professional youth work and proved youth work is not immune
to value for money evaluations. Nevertheless, the design and partial implementation of the
NYWDP (DES 2003), the existence of the NQSF (OMCYA 2010), BOBF (DCYA 2014a)
along with the establishment of NSETS are all notable steps in the advancement of Irish
youth work at a policy level. Yet, how supportive or challenging these changes are in the
everyday practice of professional youth workers remains unknown. Therefore, guided by the
literature discussed in the following chapter, my research explores youth workers’

experiences of professional youth work in the contemporary and changing context.
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW

3.1 Introduction

The preceding chapter refers to several key stages in the historical development of Irish youth
work to date which provides a context for this study exploring Youth workers’ perspectives
on Professional Youth Work. While the question itself may appear relatively straight forward,
the concepts at its core — youth work and profession — are quite complex and somewhat
contested. This chapter locates this research in context by examining key ideas and relevant
research related both to youth work and the wider professional discourses in order to inform
the fieldwork stage and analyse practitioners’ narratives at a later stage. The chapter is
presented in three distinct sections. The first section examines core literature relating to
perspectives on youth theory and youth work. The second focuses on the sociology of the
professions drawing particularly on the recent work of Julia Evetts in relation to
organisational and occupational discourses of professionalism. Finally, in the third section I

concentrate on professional youth work locating it in the literature on the social professions.

3.2 Youth Work Theory

The way we conceptualise youth and young people impacts the way we think about youth
works purpose, processes and practice. Youth work emerged at a time of social upheaval and
transformation during which the modern conception of youth developed. Musgrove (1964 p.
33) put it succinctly, saying the ‘adolescent was invented at the same time as the steam
engine’. Furthermore, he remarks the ‘invention of the adolescent posed two major questions
for society i.e. ‘how and where to accommodate him into societal structures and how to make
him fit with the specifications’ (gendered pronoun in the original). The origins of the now
commonplace concepts, youth culture, youth studies, youth development and indeed, youth
work, can be traced back to attempts to answer those questions. Several writers suggest youth
workers’ recognition of youth as a social construction which has been reinterpreted over time
(rather than a naturally occurring group in society) is fundamental to youth work practice
(Devlin 2009, Jeffs & Smith 1999, Sercombe 2010, Young 1999).
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* Perspectives on Youth

Hall (1904) defines adolescence — a child transitioning to adulthood — as a development
period of ‘storm and stress’. Though authors refer to challenges to reshape this view overtime
(Jeffs & Smith 1999, Wyn & White 1998), it continues to influence social work, psychology,
education and youth work approaches to engaging young people. More often, this
developmental approach is viewed as a ‘common sense’ understanding underpinning public
discourses, yet it is only one of five theories of youth examined by Devlin (2009). Unpacking
the five perspectives on ‘theories of youth’ namely, developmental, generational, structural
conflict, constructionist and transitional, Devlin (2009) offers distinct possibilities of both
thinking about and consequently framing different approaches to engaging with young
people in youth work settings. Briefly, developmental perspectives are associated with
psychology and focus on biological and physiological aspects of adolescence. Generational
perspectives, associated with functionalist sociology, are considered complementary to
developmental perspectives, however, they emphasise age and recognise youth as a specific
age category, one which is distinct from childhood and adulthood, and is located in a unique
‘youth culture’ (Devlin 2009 p. 37). Structural conflict perspectives draw from Marxist
sociology and are perhaps less concerned with age and more with understanding the structural
inequalities associated with the category of ‘youth’, i.e. the ways in which young peoples’
lives and experiences are systematically structured by the interaction of such factors as
gender, class, sexuality etc. Musgrove’s (1964) reference to the ‘invention’ of youth is the
essence of the constructionist perspective pointing as it does to the category of youth as
something socially constructed rather than an innate identity. In this view, youth as a life
stage is the product of social and economic change and necessitates sustained attention by

multiple professions including teachers, psychologists, social workers and youth workers.

Finally, and most significantly for this research, there are transitional perspectives. Initially,
these focused on the transition from education to work but have expanded more recently to
encompass other transitions including — for instance — leaving the parental home and moving
into work. Transitional perspectives emerged from the 1970s onwards as increasing emphasis
on policy concerning youth unemployment and youth training developed throughout the EEC
(now known as the EU). For example, in Ireland in 1983 the Department of Labour assumed,
albeit briefly (see Section 2.2), the place of the Department of Education as the new home

for the Youth Affairs Section. Whilst transitional perspectives moved beyond a concern for
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school to work with a burgeoning emphasis on transitions between public and private spheres
(Cavalli & Galland 1995), Devlin (2009 p. 47) asserts today ‘transitions are much less
unidirectional and definitive and much more reversible and provisional’. Markedly, the
NYWDP (DES 2003) points to an environment offering countless choices related to lifestyle
and notes this, along with the occurrence of individual life events, can be a significant
challenge for young people. Furthermore, life course rather than life cycle (Elder 1974)
approaches in transitional perspectives have become increasingly apparent. Sercombe (2010)
states:

accreditation as adult now emerges vaguely and unevenly, one step forward and

one step back, across a range of contexts in which the individual lives rather than

the product of a predictable and reliable set of developmental tasks.
(Sercombe 2010 p. 18)

Essentially, examining various perspectives in youth theory reveals societies continuous
reconceptualising of youth and adolescence to the youth worker (Young 1999), yet the
inclination to choose one perspective over another is to be avoided. Rather, youth workers
need to be aware of firstly, the tenets and secondly, the implications of each perspective for

practice.

* Understanding Youth Work

As outlined in Chapter 2, youth work practice has evolved from a large, voluntary,
philanthropic activity into a paid occupation, a profession based on values with some
distinctive features. To date, research with young people and youth workers identifies
specific features of youth work practice, what supports workers, and what makes it unique
(Broadbent & Corney 2008, Davies 2005, 2010, Devlin & Gunning 2009, Ord et al. 2018,
Spence 2007, Spence et al. 2006, Young 1999). Yet youth workers’ perspectives on
professional youth work in Ireland have not generally been to the forefront of research.
Therefore, | suggest that youth workers’ insights and perspectives on their own practice and

practice contexts are an under-examined dimension of youth work related research.
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Youth work is understood as informal and non-formal education. The Youth Service Liaison

Forum in Northern Ireland (2005 p. 13 cited in Devlin & Gunning 2009 p. 10) explains:
Non-formal education refers to learning and development that takes place
outside of the formal education field, but which is structured and based on
learning objectives. This is differentiated from informal learning, which is not
structured and takes place in daily life activities within peer family groups etc.
Youth work interventions typically result in both non-formal and informal

learning. (The Youth Service Liaison Forum in Northern Ireland
2005 p. 13 cited in Devlin & Gunning 2009 p. 10)

Furthermore, youth work is underpinned by the values of participation, empowerment and
equality of opportunity (Devlin 2009, Jenkinson 2000, Kiely 2009, Smith 1982). However,
in England, mindful of the dynamic policy and funding environment youth workers practice
in, authors determine youth work remains insufficiently differentiated from other work with
young people as not enough has been communicated about its nature and purpose (Young
1999, Davies 2005). In examining earlier UK literature on youth work, for example In the
Service of Youth (Circular 1486) (Board of Education 1939) and The Challenge of Youth
(Circular 1516) (Board of Education 1940), Young (1999) identifies little concern for its
nature and purpose and recognises a focus on values and their growth while also
concentrating on personal and social development of young people. Deeming this
incomplete, she contends theory of youth (as outlined above), identity, and values and
developing virtues must also be considered in framing youth work’s purpose (Young 1999

p. 11).

Moreover, how society thinks about and understands youth inevitably shapes how youth
workers think about youth work’s purpose, process and practice. Indeed, in contexts where
continued funding for youth work is unpredictable, Spence (2007), Metz (2017) and Trudi
Cooper (2012, 2018) insist youth workers need to be able to communicate the importance of
youth work; its relation to — yet also its distinction from — other work with young people, and
articulate to policy makers how it fits with policy agendas. Essentially, for others to
understand youth work, communication of it is crucial, and reflection is fundamental to this.
Corney (2004) emphasises the need for youth workers to reflect on and explore their value-
base to understand what influences their motivation and impetus behind their approaches as

practitioners.
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Furthermore, Cooper (2012 p. 115) suggests youth workers should critically reflect on
practice while engaging with ideas underpinning various models of youth work. This could
firstly support youth workers to make sense of and communicate their practice better.
Secondly, assist in the evolution of new models of practice. Finally, it may have the potential
to support youth work to ‘survive, and even thrive, as a useful and distinct form of practice
in the twenty-first century’. Urging workers to utilise the same tools and practices they
facilitate young people to use, e.g. critical reflection, Cooper (2012) maintains workers will
be able to develop better — personally and socially — as connected individuals to the world

around them.

Considering this, it is imperative for youth workers to also understand the centrality of
relationships in practice, recognising the importance of their initiation, development and
maintenance (Davies 2005, 2010, Young 1999).

* Relationships are Central

Understanding youth work as a relational practice denotes the centrality of relationship. As
such, this necessitates an examination of the nature of the relationship, more specifically the
distinction between a youth worker and a ‘friend’. Young (1999 p. 74) explains mutual
respect exists in relationships, and youth workers are non-judgemental while attempting to
understand, empathise and have fun with a young person who has decided to build a
relationship with them in an informal setting. Youth workers acknowledge their own world
but ‘suspend (their) assumptions’ while embracing a curious and questioning role about the

world of the young person/people they are working with (Tilsen 2018 p. 90).

Fundamentally, youth workers concentrate on their ‘relationship with young people and what
emerges within the conversational moment’ (Tilsen 2018 p. 90). At the same time, a youth
worker is not directly involved in the young person’s social life and vice versa. To this end,
difficulties with boundary setting and being professional can arise when a youth worker is
identified as a ‘friend’. Conversely, Young (1999 p. 74) challenges this by turning to
Aristotle’s understanding of ‘friend’ as ‘someone who likes and is liked by another person’.
She observes the youth worker as a role model who goes on to ‘practice what they preach’
(Young 1999 p. 78) while also being clear about the underpinning values ensuring integrity

in their relationships with young people.
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The process of and necessity to build relationships becomes apparent when several principles
of youth work — embedded in practice from its earliest days — are outlined (Devlin &
Gunning 2009, Jeffs & Smith 2010, Young 1999). For example, Davies (2010 p. 1-6) details
these as:

Young people choosing to be involved

- Starting where young people are starting — then speaking to motivate and support them
to go beyond these starting points into new experiences and learning

- Developing trusting relationships with young people

- Tipping balances of power and control in young people’s favour

- Working with the diversity of young people and for equity of responses to them

- Promoting equality of opportunity and diversity

- Working with and through young people’s friendship groups

- Youth work as process

- Reflective practice.

Also, themes such as enhanced friendships, increasing confidence, improving wellbeing,
increasing resilience, reduction in risky behaviour, and finally, mutuality emerge from recent

research with young people about the impact of youth work (Ord et al 2018).

Both the principles of youth work (Davies 2010) and themes of impact (Ord et al 2018) are
recognisable in the Irish Youth Work Act 2001. Commenting on this, Devlin (2017) describes
youth work as:
an educational endeavour and should complement other types of educational
provision. Participation is voluntary (relationship is different from the one they

have with formal education; youth workers refer to the young people as
participants).

Youth work in Ireland is carried out by non-statutory/non-governmental, not-
for-profit organisations. (Devlin 2017 pp. 81-82)

In view of Davies (2010) and Ord et al (2018), | concur with Devlin (2017) who determines
that the principles are recognisable, not only to youth workers in Ireland, but also in other
parts of Europe, as practitioners engage in an ongoing process of informal and non-formal
education with young people, i.e. youth work. Framing youth work as an educational process
influences how youth workers and policy makers view youth work relationships and

ultimately support youth work.
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* Youth Workers as Educators

In Ireland, the NYWDP (DES2003) describes the youth work process as:

the ongoing educational cycle of experience, observation, reflection and action,
and — essential for this to happen — is the active and critical participation of young
people. The successful facilitation of this process clearly requires substantial
experience and a high degree of skill on the part of those responsible, the
“educators”, whether paid or volunteer. (DES 2003 p. 13)

Describing youth workers as educators is not a new idea. Indeed, Rosseter (1987 p. 52 as
cited in Jenkinson 2000 p. 110) declares ‘first and foremost, youth workers are educators’,
while Smith (1982) points to youth workers’ responsibility to rediscover not only social
education but the necessity to ensure critical social education with young people is
undertaken. What’s more, he contends youth work practice which is uninformed by theory
accepts young peoples’ powerless position. It is imperative that youth workers understand
that power in society is unevenly distributed and ‘As soon as they try to enable a growth in
young peoples’ power to make and carry through decisions, they are challenging the
distribution of power and therefore, acting politically’ (Smith 1982 p. 35).

As educators, youth workers respond to young peoples’ developmental needs. Then again,
the impact of this is reduced if workers are not aware of and do not carry out several things.
They should understand ‘the values and assumptions that inform their work’, and they also
need to support young people to understand the surrounding politics which frames personal
problems as not only ‘private troubles’ but also ‘public issues’ (Smith 1982 p. 38).
Significantly for policy and practice, the NYWDP (DES 2003) defines youth work as an
educational process and youth workers as educators. Accepting youth workers are critical
social educators, questions as to how they do this and what it looks like emerge (Broadbent
& Corney 2008, Smith 1982, Spence 2007, Spence & Issitt 2005, Spence et al. 2006),
especially as youth work ‘calls for constant reworking and reframing of meaning’ (Spence

2007 p. 6) with relationship at its core.

Recognising youth workers as educators with relationships central to their practice — a
practice that is fluid, changeable and is described as precarious even (Metz 2017 p. 1) because
of this — makes it difficult though necessary for them to find ways to communicate this to

external audiences.
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» Communicating Practice is Challenging

Asserting similarities such as engaging in an educational process and building relationships
exist between youth work and other vocational professions working with young people,
Broadbent and Corney (2008) insist there is a knowledge-base and set of practice tools
particular to youth work. The notion of tools is also apparent in a set of guidelines for youth
workers in Dublin, Ireland called ‘Essential Guidelines for Good Youth Work Practice’
(CDYSB). In a youth worker’s ‘kitbag’, these tools appear as ‘diverse activities, such as
music and the arts’, which are — or should always be — underpinned by theory, practice and
values (Broadbent & Corney 2008 p. 18). Regrettably, difficulties arise for youth workers
when the tools of their trade — the activities — are taken at face value. Spence et al. (2006 p.
82) explain that:
An understanding of youth work which is framed entirely within a model of

recreation-control, does not perceive that there is any skill involved in the work
beyond organising and participating in activities and controlling space.

Davies (2010 p. 6) likens youth work practice to ‘great jazz’ due to its encapsulation of
‘contradictory qualities’ e.g. a youth worker is a friend but not a friend, as noted, and explains
youth work is ‘well prepared and highly disciplined, yet improvised’. As a result, youth
workers encounter challenges when attempting to communicate the rationale of facilitating
various activities and how they use their ‘kitbags’ (Broadbent & Corney 2008), i.e. the
various methods they utilise, based on lived experiences, in a way and by using language
accurately reflecting the nature and purpose of youth work to those external to practice
(Spence 2007, Coussee et al. 2009).

Essentially, a youth worker’s job is as a ‘conversationalist: someone who partners in the
cocreation of meaningful stories and experiences through collaborative conversations with
young people’ (Tilsen 2018 p. 52) and as such, in their everyday practice the language they
use is immediate. However, research discussions with youth workers on the meaning of youth
work (Spence et al. 2006 p. 40) highlights how their ‘language is more systematically
reflective’ and influenced by a ‘set of mutually understood concepts’ related to how they
understand the purpose of youth work, expectations of them and experiences.

Notwithstanding this, ‘discussion is also shaped by a professional discourse’, one which

29



associates particular concepts within ‘an everyday professional language whose meanings

are shared and assumed amongst workers’(Spence et al. 2006 p. 40).

This performative forum reflects youth workers’ awareness of a purpose — more often
funding or policy — and an audience — commonly researchers — which has potential
implications for youth work funding, policy or both. Spence et al. (2006 p. 40) recognise this
in their research data explaining ‘it was explicit when youth workers expressed anxiety about
whether the researchers were ‘getting what they wanted’ from the project when one group of
young people ‘acted up’ with a youth worker who seemed to be trying to perform for the
researcher’. They describe another youth worker using the research space to vocalise her
annoyance with the current situation declaring her job is about ‘Paperwork, paperwork,
paperwork, computers, paperwork’ and stipulates that the research needs to deliver these
concerns to ‘the big bosses’ (Spence et al. 2006 p. 40). Consequently, due to youth workers’
engagement in ‘performative language’, Spence (2007 p. 3) contends policy makers only
partly consider ‘the realities of youth work practice conditions’. That said, she argues this
can also be attributed to researchers methods and the evidence they are expected to produce.
Moreover, theory and policy-based conversations with practitioners needs further
development to ensure youth workers’ perspectives both challenge and inform policy and

policy makers effectively (Spence 2007).

Schon (2001 p. 10) reasons ‘our knowing is in our action’ and it is ‘a kind of knowing
inherent in intelligent action’. Yet this knowing is disregarded when outcomes and technical
measures are prioritised and as a result, practitioners’ professional knowledge is lost in
translation to those outside. Essentially, practitioners are left with a dilemma, one which
forces them to choose between two possible ways of communicating their practice. On the
one hand, they can detail practice in terms that are inclusive of values but ill-fitting with
outcome focused collection methods. On the other hand, they can communicate their practice
in terms of external measurements, ultimately succeeding in the exclusion of their

occupations inherent values.

Schon (2001) argues the consequences of each choice do not work out well for practitioners.
By choosing the first, they attempt to pull from experiences they are immersed in, potentially
resulting in feelings of inferiority because these practices are judged by society as not

producing the required outcomes or objectives. On choosing the second, professionals
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account for their practice through the prescribed systems, often leaving them confused about
how to do the job in a way which is consistent with their professional values and beliefs.
Schon (2001) suggests practitioners use the reflective cycle as a way out of this impasse.
Implicitly used it provides a framework to understand and explain the production of their
practice knowledge internally, while explicitly used could reveal a way of highlighting
practice knowledge to external audiences. Markedly, he also recommends educators need to
play a role in supporting practitioners to do this. Despite challenges in communicating their
practice knowledge and therefore, what they do to external audiences, the Irish Government
recognises youth workers possess a particular skill set associated with their role, a role they
describe as professional.

The NYWDP states ‘Not everyone can or should be a youth worker, in the same way that not
everyone should be a teacher, doctor, administrator or actor’ (DES 2003 p. 14).
Acknowledging that youth workers — just like other professionals — have a particular
knowledge-base and skill set, the NYWDP recognises youth work as a profession.
Considering this, it could be established that youth work is in fact a profession, and both
volunteers and paid staff are professional. However, to what extent this is useful is debateable
and is therefore addressed in the following two sections of this chapter. Lorenz (2009 p.3)
determines ‘measured by the standards of the traditional professions like medicine or law,
professionalisation in the social field is at the very least incomplete’ and there is ‘a public
crisis of confidence in professions in general’ which is exacerbated by a pervasive neo-liberal
politics throughout Europe. Interestingly, Metz (2017) refers to these challenges, also relating
them specifically to youth work and youth workers in Northwest European welfare states.
This magnifies the importance of understanding the broader influences helping to shape
youth workers’ practice contexts and for this reason it is useful to explore the sociology of
the professions next. It offers perspectives into the origins and conceptualisation of
profession, professionalisation and professionalism, and supports in-depth insights into youth
work as a profession. | specifically draw on the recent work of Julia Evetts (1999, 2003,
2005, 2006, 2011, 2012) regarding discourses of professionalism.
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3.3  Sociology of the professions

Examining perspectives in the sociology of the professions provides valuable insights into
the current challenges, tensions and opportunities shaping the environment professional
youth workers’ practice in. Evetts (2005 p. 2) determines ‘the conditions of trust, discretion
and competence which historically have been deemed necessary for professional practice are

continually being challenged, changed or regulated’.

A good starting point for this section is Devlin’s (2012) historical development of the
professions where he examines various approaches, and the contested nature of the concept
profession is highlighted. Devlin (2012) describes both the noun profession — the identity —
and the verb — the action to profess. Building on standard dictionary definitions, he outlines
the historical meaning of the noun profession as ‘a solemn declaration, promise or vow’
(Devlin 2012 p. 178) and explains the application of profession to law, medicine and theology
can be traced back over four hundred years. Understood traditionally as work with people,
professional occupations were differentiated from trades through their application of
knowledge within and to other peoples’ lives. Devlin (2012 p. 179) summarises some
recognisable features of a profession as ‘an element of formalised learning, a concern with
certain values or beliefs and a focus on some aspect of human welfare’. In view of these three

features, I suggest that youth work is a profession.

As Chapter 2 details, the establishment of NSETS prompted substantial expansion of youth
work education and training programmes in higher education over the past fifteen years in
Ireland. Furthermore, youth work is a practice underpinned by values such as ‘empowerment,
equality and inclusiveness’, and is concerned with young peoples’ welfare (Kiely 2009 p.
12). Indeed, Sercombe (2010 p. 11) asserts youth work is a profession based on its ethical
commitment, and a ‘professional is someone who professes’ and ‘commits him or herself to
serve some sort of constituency, typically people in some state of vulnerability, with a
particular focus to their service’, and therefore the idea of relationship is at its core. Hence,
youth work is a profession. However, by continuing to examine sociological perspectives, it
becomes apparent that a diversity of approaches to conceptualising professions exist and
further possibilities to challenge, and equally support the notion of youth work as a profession

emerge.
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Though Devlin’s (2012 p. 179) historical analysis explains ‘dictionary definitions’ identify
traits differentiating the professions from other occupations, he also stresses ‘it is difficult to
find agreement on what the distinguishing traits might be’ and points to a survey compiling
a list of twenty-three traits highlighted by various writers. Nevertheless, the trait approach is
only one of many approaches providing various perspectives examining professions thus far
(MacDonald 1995, Evetts 2006).

Evetts (2012) explains sociological interpretations emerging from diverse political, economic
and social contexts have so far attempted but never succeeded in conceptualising profession
as a way of grouping the distinct work of an occupation. Some perspectives (Abbott 1988,
Johnson 1972, Larson 1977, Larkin 1983) view profession as a way of supporting existing
members of an occupation to protect and control entry into it, or alternatively create
opportunities in the public service emphasising specific credentials for increasingly sought-
after roles (Evetts 2003 p. 398). Examples of these perspectives are apparent in analysis from
Friedson (1994), MacDonald (1995) and Wilensky (1964). Wilensky (1964 p. 142) identifies
five qualifying markers associated with a process of professionalisation. They include:

- The occupation become a fulltime endeavour

- Training schools are established within or with links to universities

- Those looking for training to be set up create a professional association

- Legal protection is required

- A code of ethics is required

Whereas Friedson (1994) focuses on the public service describing it as a ‘third logic’ based

on the occupational control of work and distinguishing it from bureaucratic or market-based

forms of constructing work. He outlines features of professionalism as:

- A body of knowledge and skills officially recognised, based on concepts and theories and
allowed discretion to practice

- An occupationally controlled division of labour

- An occupationally controlled labour market requiring training and credentials for entry
and career mobility

- An occupationally controlled training programme associated with ‘higher learning’,
providing an opportunity for the development of new knowledge

- An ideology serving some transcendent value
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Despite the two theorists concentrating on different concepts — professionalisation and
professionalism — they both observe an occupational value in their analysis, recognising
professions ‘as distinctive and special way of controlling and organising work and workers
with real advantages for both practitioners and clients’ (Evetts 2011 p. 406). Professions are
differentiated from other occupations by referring to a shared identity — created through
professional relations — and trust and recognition of a practice grounded in education and
training with minimal guidelines applied from outside (Evetts 2011 p. 409). Conversely,
MacDonald (1995) critiques the types of markers set out by theorists such as Wilensky (1964)
and Friedson (1994), arguing a profession achieving these allows a monopoly of their service
resulting in social closure. These perspectives are just three of many recognised and
organised by Evetts (2003 p. 399) under two headings which are, normative value system
and controlling ideology, thus informing her own analysis. Recognising sociological
approaches are complex and diverse, Evetts (2003, 2006, 2011) maintains they provide ways
of examining the current context for professions and determines the notion of professionalism
is the most useful to do this. Neither ‘good’ nor ‘bad’, professionalism can be described as:
a discourse (a set of ideas, images and practices) that can be employed for diverse

purposes and to serve the interests of different groups, including being used as
an instrument of discipline, power and control. (Devlin 2012 p. 181)

Understanding professionalism as a discourse, Evetts (2012) outlines two types,
organisational and occupational, as evident, ‘particularly within “knowledge-based, service

sector work” (Devlin 2012 p. 181) like youth work.

* Discourses of Professionalism

According to Evetts (2003,2006,2011), ongoing examination of the concepts profession and
professionalisation is needless because ‘professionalism is changing and being changed as
professionals increasingly work in large-scale organisational workplaces and sometimes in
international firms’ (Evetts 2011 p. 406). She explains profession is ‘essentially the
knowledge-based category of occupations which usually follow a period of tertiary education
and vocational training and experience’ (Evetts 2003 p. 397). She also asserts that the process
of professionalisation is influenced by the role played by social, cultural and political context
during the professionalisation of an occupation, and the process is fluid (Evetts 2006).

Focusing on professionalism, Evetts (2012) stresses it is increasingly used in modern day
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employment settings. Evidenced in marketing slogans, recruitment initiatives, literature
pertaining to management and training, and for occupational regulation and control,
professionalism as a discourse has implications for ‘the development and maintenance of
work identities, career decisions and senses of self” (Evetts 2012 p. 4) which are attractive to
staff at all levels of the organisation. Understanding professionalism as a discourse provides
ways of analysing occupational change and social control in a diversity of work settings. As
noted, Evetts (2006) recognises two types of discourse, organisational and occupational,
describing organisational professionalism as:

a discourse of control used increasingly by managers in work organisations. It
incorporates rational-legal forms of decision-making, hierarchical structures of
authority, the standardisation of work practices, accountability, target setting and
performance review and is based on occupational training and certification

(Evetts 2006 p. 140-141)

While describing occupational professionalism as:

the more traditional historical form. This involved a discourse constructed within
professional groups themselves that involved discretionary decision making in
complex cases, collegial authority, the occupational control of the work and is
based on the trust in the practitioner by clients and employers. It is
operationalised and controlled by practitioners themselves and is based on a
shared education and training, a strong socialisation process, work culture and
occupational identity, and codes of ethics that are monitored and operationalised
by professional institutes and associations. (Evetts 2006 p. 141)

More recently, referring to McClelland (1990 p. 107), Evetts (2012 p. 5) describes
organisational and occupational discourses of professionalism emerging ‘from above’, i.e.
from employers and managers, as a carefully constructed discourse to promote change and
control of the occupational group and says this is ‘the case for most contemporary service
occupations’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5). An occupational discourse then is one constructed ‘from
within’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5) by members of an occupation and is more commonly associated

with professions in the past.

Evetts (2012 p. 14) also contemplates whether a ‘new’ form of professionalism is developing
in the context of ‘a governmental project to promote commercialised (Hanlon 1998) and
organisational (Evetts 2006, 2009) forms of professionalism’, as features associated with

both discourses are recognisable.
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Querying whether professionalism as an occupational value is in danger of extinction, she
suggests that:
Perhaps continuities, challenges and opportunities for professionalism as an

occupational value is one of the most important tasks for professional institutions
and for governments over the next few years. (Evetts 2012 p. 27)

This is pertinent for value-based professions like youth work where — considering the
literature discussed so far — professionalism is more suitably understood through an
occupational discourse. Co-constructed between workers, and workers and young people
‘from within’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5), | suggest that professional knowledge, practice and identity
require further consideration in relation to professionalism. Their relevance to conversations
on recently recognised professions (Green 2009), more often professions working with

people, is discussed next.

* Professionalism and Professional Practice

Green (2009 p. 3), referring to Beck and Young (2005) who describe ‘the emergence of a
new kind of professionalism’, proposes that new professions — both the occupations
transitioning to become recognised as a profession, and whose knowledge is closely
connected to the practice environment, and those teaching them - face challenges.
Concurring with Van Manen (1999 as cited in Green 2009 p. 2), and concentrating on what
Beck and Young (2005) describe as ‘knowledge-based professionalism’ — many of which,
including youth work, are now taught within a third-level context — Green (2009) argues that
little theorising on discourses of professionalism in areas like health or education has

happened.

Alluding to an environment of New Public Management [NPM], and a politics influenced by
neo-liberal reasoning, Schwandt (2005) suggests there is an increasing emphasis on
evidence-based practice and policy, and proposes professional practice is developing in a
way which causes concern for the preparedness of practitioners and, importantly, the
authentication of their professionalism. Equally, Kinsella and Pitman (2012) contend the type
of knowledge currently privileged is worrying for the social professions and argue the
comprehension of practices rooted in values has been replaced by practices grounded in the

outcomes they produce, inferring an instrumentalist rationality, discussed later in this section.

36



On practice, Kemmis (2009 p. 19) argues the idea of professional practice is not ‘self-
explanatory’ and sees it as a subset of social practice. He emphasises the relational aspect at
the core of knowledge creation, understanding ‘practice is not just “raw activity” it is always
shaped and oriented in its course by ideas, meaning and intentions’ (Kemmis and
Grootenboer 2008). Hence,

practice is always embodied (and situated) — it is what particular people do, in a
particular place and time and it contributes to the formation of their identities as
people of a particular kind, and their agency and sense of agency.

Kemmis (2009 p. 19)

More specifically, Evans (2008 p. 10) discusses teachers’ practice and examines the
construction of professionalism amongst them through interaction and practice between each
other and simultaneously with outside structures, contending it ‘should be perceived as a
reality’. Evans (2008) dismisses externally designed constructions of professionalism and
stresses the importance of understanding practice reality and how it shapes identity.
Determining practitioners are united by common beliefs and values underpinning their
practices, Evans (2008) contends a shared understanding of profession should be observed.
This is significant for a value-based and principle-led practice such as youth work (see

Section 3.2) where the ‘realities of practice’ are changeable (Spence 2007 p. 3).

Since the introduction of the Youth Work Act in 2001, an act promoting ‘increased state
intervention” (Kiely 2009 p. 17), there has been significant organisational and practice
changes. As a result, | argue that the landscape for youth workers is being continuously
reshaped ‘from above’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5). During austerity, the imposition of funding cuts
and tendering for contracts seriously impacted the youth work sector (Kiely and Meade 2018)
as many youth workers were forced to compromise values and principles of practice with
organisations just trying to survive (Jenkinson 2013). This has made it more challenging,
though not impossible (see Section 2.3) —and | suggest that probably more crucial — for Irish
youth workers, as Metz (2017) also proposes for their counterparts in Northwest Europe, to
explore how they create a sense of professionalism through their practice and therefore a

shared sense of professional identity.

37



* Professional Identity

Professional identity can be understood as one’s professional self-concept based on
attributes, beliefs, values, motives and experiences, and is both individual and shared with
others in that profession (Slay & Smith 2010). Examining whether a new form of
professionalism is developing, Noordegraaf (2007) proposes it has become ‘hybridised’,
amalgamating varying conceptions and forming through different associations of what it
means to be professional and what professionalism is. Potentially, reconstructions of
professional identity will occur and notions of professionalism within and for professions
will emerge, especially if practice is constituted through interactions with the world and
through narratives made within and from the experiences (Van Manen 1994). Indeed, it
makes sense then to think of professional identity formation occurring through interactions
between the practitioner and their social world as ‘ultimately this is a matter of changing
identities, of seeking shared senses of direction and belonging’ (Noordegraaf 2007 p. 781).
Ibarra (1999 p. 765) refers to Schein (1978) who states:
a basic assumption is that professional identities form over time with varied

experiences and meaningful feedback that allow people to gain insight about
their central and enduring preferences, talents and values. Schein (1978)

For this reason, the importance of asking the research participants about their experiences of
before, becoming and being professional youth workers and examining how these may have

influenced them as professionals is important.

Crossley and Vivikananda-Schmidt (2009 p. 603) explain professional self-identity is a ‘state
of mind’. Ultimately, how individuals manage their understanding of it is subjective and
created from one’s participation in various activities related to the profession (Lave &
Wenger 1991), and is necessary ‘for accepting the responsibilities and obligations of the
professional role’ (Crossley & Vivikananda-Schmidt 2009 p. 603). Discourses of
professionalism, particularly the idea of professionalism ‘from above’ and ‘from within’
(Evetts 2012 p. 5), support an examination of several areas in this research. Firstly, they
support a focus on individual research participants involvement in the various activities
related to youth work, perhaps as an adult volunteer in a youth club or a paid youth worker
in a project. Secondly, the influence of these various activities on participants understanding

of professional youth work and themselves as professional is considered. Finally, the third
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and final area looked at in more depth is how participants engagement in these various
activities may have contributed to their professional identity formation and understanding of

professionalism.

This section highlights the usefulness of the sociology of the professions, particularly
professionalism, for examining the current environment. Importantly, it also draws attention
to the possibility of a ‘new’ kind of professionalism which inevitably raises questions, poses
challenges and offer opportunities for professions working with and for people (Evetts 2011),
i.e. the Social Professions.

34 Professional Youth Work

Examining literature on the social professions highlights two areas for Irish youth workers to
address. Firstly, they need to be able to distinguish professional youth work from the other
social professions. Secondly, they need to reflect on and discuss what kind of profession they
want youth work to be. Banks (2004) groups community work, youth work and social work
under the umbrella term the ‘social professions’. Though useful, she acknowledges ‘The term
social professions is little used as yet in English, although its usage has developed as part of
the European project to develop transferability of qualifications and greater understandings
between those involved in work in the social welfare field’ (Banks 2004 p. 26). That said,
Banks (2004) does not intend on defining these occupations as professions, rather using
approaches to the professions to distinguish between occupations working with and for
people related to their welfare, e.g. youth work, from other occupations, e.g. farmers or
accountants. To this end, Banks (2004 p. 35-37) identifies some key features shared by the
social professions over the years, inclusive of social work, community work and youth work
in Britain (which includes Ireland until 1922):

- A calling to care

- Co-option to welfare and control

- Commitment to change

- Ambivalence towards professionalisation

- Influence of deprofessionalising trends.

Then, using Friedson’s (2001) features of professionalism (see Section 3.3) to identify and

analyse current challenges for the social professions, Banks (2004) recognises a curtailment
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in practitioner discretion — a key feature of occupational professionalism — which is
exacerbated by the increasing setting of targets and management implementing standards
informed by market values. Cognisant of Bank’s (2004) analysis as well as the markers
associated with both discourses of professionalism, | could argue that youth work has thus
far been professionalised ‘from within’ but is being increasingly deprofessionalised ‘from
above’ (Evetts 2012 p, 5). However, and most importantly, my research looks at Irish youth
work and not all these features, e.g. an occupationally controlled labour market requiring
training and credentials for entry and career mobility, exist here. Despite the growth of
professionally endorsed youth work programmes in Ireland, candidates applying for paid
youth work positions are still not obliged to hold qualifications from these. Devlin (2012 p.
185) explains ‘In formal legal terms there is no requirement that persons practising youth
work (or applying for posts) possess given qualifications or awards’ and therefore, it is not a

“protected title” (see end of chapter for varying recruitment criteria).

On the one hand, historical analysis (Devlin 2012, Banks 2004) identifies youth work as a
profession. It is a value-based practice with a concern for people’s welfare and requires a
particular skill set. Moreover, development of youth work and in youth work continues with
the introduction of a ‘Framework for the inclusion of ethics into youth work education and
training’ (D’arcy 2016) and the emergence of a youth worker association. Therefore,
continuing to debate whether youth work is a profession is pointless (Devlin 2012). On the
other hand, examining analysis from Banks (2004) illustrates that youth work in Ireland is
not wholly comparable with its allied professions. Considering this, | suggest that Irish youth
workers need to firstly be able to distinguish youth work from other social professions, and
secondly ask ‘What kind of profession do we want it to be?’ (Devlin 2012 p. 187). This, |
argue, is being answered ‘from within’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5) a practice setting which is being
shaped ‘from above’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5). Yet to understand this better, the current challenges
and opportunities shaping youth work ‘from above’ need to be explored before examining

what is happening ‘from within’ through analysis of youth workers’ own perspectives.

* Youth Work as a Profession — Challenges and Opportunities

Accepting that youth work in Australia is a profession, Bessant (2004) uses the sociology of
the professions to highlight the current advantages and disadvantages with this. Pointing to

various sociological conceptions on professionalism and professionalisation, she discusses
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the challenges and opportunities associated with codes of ethics, associations, accreditation
relating to education and training, license and training, and development of a professional
identity. Furthermore, in England professional youth work is facing ongoing challenges. Ord
(2012 p. 1) identifies a changing environment of professionalism which is reshaping youth
work management and explains ‘the values which underpin this form of management in
youth work it is argued, are fundamentally neoliberal, with an emphasis on the private over
the public sector and the pre-eminence of the market’ (Ord 2012 p. 1).

Spence and Wood (2003 p. 12) are sceptical about the future of English youth work saying
it is ‘less than certain as the conditions for the expression of commitment and enthusiasm in
social organisations are increasingly squeezed between a narrowly defined professionalism
on the one hand and the incursions of bureaucracy and authoritarian agencies of surveillance
and social control into everyday life’. They recommend youth workers challenge this by
explaining what they do and how they do it (Spence & Wood 2003), and like other social
professions, they need to be able to articulate their practice (Schon 2001, Spence & Wood
2003). But youth work is ‘face to face practice which’ by its very nature is not concerned
primarily with gathering evidence and creating meaning but rather with personal and social
change’ (Issitt & Spence 2005 p. 63).

As already noted (see Section 3.3), practice in professions working with people and for
people, like youth work, cannot be explained by merely describing what practitioners do
(Kemmis 2009, Kemmis & McTaggart 2000). Understanding the centrality of process within
youth work practice is fundamental because, like other social professions, youth workers
construct knowledge in their ongoing interactions with others. Their failure to do so makes
it difficult to comprehend how and what presents as evidence of impact. Essentially, evidence
in youth work is the knowledge developing between the youth worker and the young person,
and can be found in the experiences, the moments they create together (Spence 2007). As
Metz (2017 p. 5-6) explains ‘most of the knowledge is experience-based: both from being a

professional youth worker and a member of the target-group (Spierts, 2005)’.

Undeniably, youth workers need to be clear about how they practice and what informs them
along with being able to identify individual and group approaches to explain it, because
ultimately, they need ‘to establish their professional credentials under different policy

imperatives and with different emphases’ (Spence 2007 p. 4). Concurring with Corney et al.
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(2014) who — in addition to other issues — point to short-term funding leading to agency
competition, | argue that youth workers need to collectivise. As a group attempts to challenge
misconceptions of who they are and what they do is possible. This could facilitate sharing
practice knowledge in common spaces and recording it in a manner which elucidates rather

than conceals practice and supports the development of a collective identity and voice.

Additionally, English youth workers are concerned about external inspection bodies
collecting evidence about youth work, i.e. outcomes, in order to show impact (de St Croix
2017), as their voices and how they speak about their practice has only appeared briefly, if at
all, in the literature (McArdle 2012, Spence 2007, Spence et al. 2006). Unfortunately, an
understanding of and reasons for the youth work process are omitted when just the youth
work outcomes are collected. Generally, if the principles are grasped to some extent, it is
only by accident (Spence 2007).

In order to respond to technical, outcome focused collection methods, both English and
Australian literature propose the collective identity of youth workers needs to be strengthened
(Corney et al. 2014, Davies 2005, Spence et al. 2006). In Australia, Bessant (2004 p. 26)
likens youth work to the Loch Ness monster suggesting both have stories about them which
pop up now and again and are equally central in cultural stories identifying a particular group,
though ‘it is never clear how believable they are” (Bessant 2004 p. 26). Though Treacy (2009)
cautions recent events in English youth work could be a warning for Irish youth work, I
suggest, that perhaps there is still time for youth workers here to heed lessons learned

elsewhere, and successfully influence the development of professional youth work.

So far, the literature discussed in Chapter 3 supports useful insights into the broader
challenges and opportunities for professional youth work. As my research focuses on Irish
youth work, it is imperative | finish the chapter with a reminder of the most recent efforts to
shape Irish youth work ‘from above’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5), efforts which specifically encouraged

me to undertake this research.

 Professional Youth Work in Ireland

As Chapter 2 outlines, several occurrences in the past twenty years have helped shape

professional youth work in Ireland to date. These include the Youth Work Act 2001,

NYWDP (DES 2003), the establishment of NSETS (2006) and the NQSF (OMCYA 2010).

Yet with closer analysis | argue that policy and provision largely fails to understand and
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recognise the professional youth worker’s role as fundamental in youth work. As noted (in

Section 2.2), the NYWDP (DES 2003) sets out a range of goals to develop professional youth

work in Ireland. However, the NQSF (OMCYA 2010) which was launched as a three-year

process of review, assessment and continuous development for what they call ‘staff-led youth

work organisations’ (OMCYA 2010 p. 2), interestingly overlooks the title professionally-led

youth work organisations despite intending to develop professional youth work. Its rationale

is:

- to provide a support and development tool to youth work organisations providing services
to children and young people

- to establish standards in the practice and provision of youth work

- to provide an enhanced evidence base for youth work

- to ensure resources are used effectively in the youth work sector

- to provide a basis for ‘whole organisational assessment” (OMCYA 2010 p. 2).

Notably, the five core principles at the centre of the NQSF (OMCY A 2010) are also crucial

in youth work and reflect both occupational and organisational discourses. Briefly they

include being:

- Young person centred

- Ensuring and promoting safety (young people)

- Educational and developmental

- Ensuring and promoting equality and inclusiveness

- Dedicated to providing quality youth work and committed to continuous improvement
(OMCYA 2010 p. 3).

Importantly for youth workers, the NQSF (OMCYA 2010) recognises the youth work
process and creation of tacit knowledge in youth work relationships, and ‘It also provides an
opportunity to articulate their practices through the development of a common language and
within a structured framework’ (OMCYA 2010 p. 1).

All things considered, the NQSF (OMCYA 2010) takes great strides to address some of the
challenges associated with assessing professional youth work. However, like ‘The Purpose
and Outcomes of Youth Work Report to the Interagency Group’ (Devlin & Gunning 2009),
acknowledging ‘the term youth worker is used generically to describe volunteers, full and

part-time staff’ it does not differentiate between youth workers who are paid and those who
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volunteer. As a result, the distinction between paid and volunteer workers is blurred and
professional youth workers’ voices are ignored. Also, two years after the NQSF (OMCYA
2010) appeared, the ‘Report on the Economic Value of Youth Work’ (NYCI & Indecon 2012)
was published, and for the first time the number of youth workers employed in Ireland
became apparent. While it shows 1,397 paid at the time, it also points to the number of
volunteers as 40,145 (NYCI 2012 p. 14), which significantly outnumbers those employed
thus highlighting the challenge, but equally the importance of hearing professionally paid

youth workers’ voices Whose experiences are rooted in daily practice.

The youth worker recruitment advertisements provided in Figure 1 and Figure 2 (below and
overleaf, Tierney 2017) show the contrast between candidates’ requirements for those being
hired to work in different youth work organisations.

interests of young people in the local community
by engaging young people aged 10-18 years and
their families in a range of specialised,

educational, and recreational youth programmes.

The successful applicant will have the following
essential requirements;

e Education to level 8 Degree standard
(note: candidates with exceptional,
relevant work experience may also be
considered in lieu of degree qualifications)

e A Mminimum of 1 year relevant work
experience

e Access to car and full driving licence

= Ability to engage target group

= Ability to build and maintain effective
relationships with young people,
volunteers, parents, community members
and other professional staff

e Good interpersonal skills, including ability
to liaise with a wide range of contacts and
build and maintain effective working
relationships

Figure 1: Sample youth worker recruitment advertisement indicating candidate
requirements — a level 8 degree (Tierney 2017 p. 39)
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Youth Worker

Qualifications / Experience Essential

e A professionally endorsed qualification in
Youth Work or Youth and Community Work
plus experience of working with young
people within a youth work context

We are looking for individuals with enthusiasm,
drive who are youth focussed.

Salary is in line with CDYSB Youth Work Scale.
This position is funded under Special Projects for
Youth (SPY) and channelled through the City of
Dublin Youth Service Board.

The successful applicant will be required to work
scheduled hours at evenings and weekends to
include residential breaks.

Please send a letter of application outlining how
you meet the above criteria together with a
current CV and the names, addresses and
telephone numbers of two referees that we may
contact to:

Figure 2:

Unfortunately, the impetus to continue developing professional youth work in Ireland was
unexpectedly halted after 2008 as severe funding cuts, and particularly ways to undertake
these, were introduced. For example, the Value for Money and Policy Review of Youth

Programmes (DCYA 2014b) [VFMPR] evaluated several youth programmes on achieving

the following policy objectives effectively:

However, considering English and Australian literature on technical outcome focused

collection methods, evaluation of youth work programmes separate from youth work is

Communication skills

Confidence and agency

Planning and problem solving
Relationships

Creativity and imagination

Resilience and determination
Emotional intelligence (DCYA 2014b).

45

Sample youth worker recruitment advertisement indicating candidate
requirements — a professionally endorsed qualification (Tierney 2017 p. 39)



challenging for youth workers and youth work organisations. The VFMPR (DCYA 2014b)
frames work with people, i.e. ‘Human service’ as problematic for evaluation, ‘particularly in
relation to performance measurement’ (DCYA 2014b p. 2) and focuses on outputs. For
example, Number 3 in its terms of reference is to ‘Define the outputs associated with the
youth programmes’ (DCYA 2014b p. 3) explaining ‘it was not possible to capture every
nuance’ within provision under the funding schemes, rather it aimed to cover the ‘bulk of
service delivery’ (DCYA2014b p.3). Markedly, the VFMPR (DCYA 2014b) is a stark
example of the concerns related to the reshaping of youth work ‘from above’ (Evetts 2012 p.
5) (Spence 2007, Spence et al 2005).

Notwithstanding efforts to develop professional youth work in recent years, the economic
downturn and resulting policy decisions have magnified the peripheral positioning of
professional youth workers in discussions on policy and provision. | contend that
professional youth workers are — like the groups they are increasingly expected to work with
— marginalised (Spence 2007, Coussee et al 2009). Paradoxically, professional youth work
has developed, yet the role of the professional youth worker appears overlooked and an
afterthought to the emerging changes. Ultimately, the economic and policy climate has
reshaped the landscape for Irish youth work, particularly over the past twenty years, yet youth

workers’ experiences of this remain unknown. This research enquires into this.

35 Conclusion

This chapter was divided into three sections, with the first examining youth theory and youth
work, the second exploring the sociology of the professions, and the third section discussing

professional youth work.

Section 3.2 considered the various approaches associated with youth theory and youth work,
and argues that youth workers’ understanding of theory and increased dialogue amongst them
supports deeper insights into youth work as a value-based practice. They are then better

equipped to articulate their work to external audiences.

Section 3.3 presents several sociological perspectives on professions and therefore multiple
ways for practitioners as well as academics to consider, debate, conceptualise and manage
their profession. To understand the current context for professions like youth work,

professionalism as a discourse was explored. Using organisational and occupational
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discourses as lenses, professions such as youth work appear to be increasingly shaped ‘from

above’ rather than ‘from within’ (Evetts 2012 p. 5).

Section 3.4 examined professional youth work using the social professions literature and
revealed why firstly, Irish youth workers need to be able to distinguish it as a profession in
itself. While secondly it highlighted why they need to contemplate what kind of profession

they want it to be in order to manage it in the current environment.

Remarkably there is little within the literature about how youth workers themselves articulate
their relationship with professionalism, or perhaps a ‘new’ form of professionalism
influencing ongoing changes to youth work. It could be argued that the interpretations in the
sociology of the professions remain obscure to practitioners on the ground. However, it is
less likely that their experience of practising within a changing socio-political context, that

judges and funds your work, is outside youth workers’ understanding.
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

4.1 Introduction

Earlier chapters describe the context and rationale for this research, and they outline my
professional background and motivation for inquiring into youth workers’ perspectives on
professional youth work. Relevant literature on youth work history, theory and policy is also
examined. In this chapter, | build on that scaffolding — in sections 4.2 to 4.4, | discuss the
theory of narrative inquiry and the research design, with a particular focus on philosophical,
methodological and ethical considerations. | conclude, in section 4.5, by providing an
overview of the fieldwork undertaken and the subsequent data analysis of outcomes.

4.2 Narrative Inquiry

Henn et al. (2006 p. 8) suggest that social research ‘is the pursuit of information gathering to
answer questions about some aspect of social life” which then becomes more complex when
social researchers begin contemplating how to do the research. Social research explores and
seeks to understand meanings attributed ‘to a social or human problem’ (Creswell 2008) and
begins with the researcher choosing the ‘overall design’ most suitable for exploring their
topic (Creswell 2008 p. 3). Primarily, consideration ‘involves philosophical assumptions as
well as distinct methods or procedures’ (Creswell 2008 p. 5). When contemplating the vast
array of research methods available, researchers are advised to distinguish their philosophical
worldviews in order to attend to their understandings of ‘the nature of research, the nature of
knowledge, the purpose of research, the nature of research design, and the nature of the
research process’ (McCormack 2000 p. 284). Only then will initial influences on the research

design and methodological choices emerge.

Darlington and Scott (2002 p. 4) affirm that ‘everyday those working in the human services
field, be it with families, groups or whole communities, generate multiple questions from
their practice’. In this research, the philosophical assumptions are largely informed by my
role as a practitioner and its centrality to my conceptual framework. Through my engagement
as a practitioner/researcher, two ‘worlds’ meet, bringing together a practitioner identity with
a researcher role. Moreover, relationships of trust and shared meaning often exist and

contribute to a co-constructed meaning (Coupal 2005 p. 5). Therefore, using narrative inquiry
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as the key influence in this research design makes sense. This is apparent as narrative inquiry
is described in more detail in the following sections of this document.

Two philosophical worldviews, social constructivist and advocacy/participatory, both of
which are described by Creswell (2008) below, underline this inquiry into youth work.
Knowledge is continuously constructed in youth work relationships’ between young people
and youth workers, within moments, and ‘face-to-face situations’ amongst individuals (Issitt
& Spence 2005 p. 63). As such, this knowledge cannot be readily generalised, making a
social constructivist worldview more appropriate for this research. Creswell (2008 p. 8)
explains:
Social constructivists hold assumptions that individuals seek understanding of

the world in which they live and work. Individuals develop subjective meanings
of their experiences — meanings directed toward certain objects or things.

This worldview helps, in part, to explain how the nature of knowledge is understood in this
research. Additionally, underpinning assumptions related to the impetus behind and
throughout this research point to:

An advocacy/participatory worldview (which) holds that research inquiry needs
to be intertwined with politics and a political agenda. Thus, the research contains
an action agenda for reform that may change the lives of the participants, the
institutions in which individuals work or live, and the researcher’s life. (Creswell
2008 p. 9)

Youth-work practice is guided by the principles of social education — defining itself as
different from formal education in that it emphasises the ‘centrality of conversation” (Spence
2007 p. 8) rather than the instruction. Youth workers are conversationalists (Tilsen 2018 p.
52, see Chapter 3 above) and, through conversations youth workers and young people, learn
about and from each other, and are able to deconstruct, reconstruct and construct stories of
realities being, not being, or soon to be lived (Tilsen 2018). However, the emphasis on
conversation creates difficulties for workers trying to communicate their work — the

experiences and moments — in contexts outside of youth work practice.

Spence (2007 p. 14) explains, ‘personal and relational language is a deeply problematic area
of public communication’. Commonly, the gathering of professional knowledge results in
the use of ‘written or visual texts, for functional rather than analytical purposes’, and the

principles of youth work are often lost (Spence 2007 p. 4). Hence, this research explores
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youth workers’ perspectives by asking them about their experiences of professional youth
work. The aim is to construct knowledge which illuminates and communicates youth work
principles to internal audiences and external stakeholders. Therefore, a qualitative research
methodology is the most suitable.

* The Qualitative Tradition

Focusing on youth workers’ experiences locates this research ‘in the general paradigm of
qualitative research methodology’ (Hollingsworth & Dybdahl 2007 p. 149). Qualitative
research is defined by Denzin and Lincoln (2000 p. 3) as:
a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of
interpretive material practices that makes the world visible. These
practices...turn the world into a series of representations including fieldnotes,
interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, memos to the self. At this
level, qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the
world. This means that the qualitative researchers study things in their natural

setting, attempting to make sense of, or interpret phenomena in terms of the
meanings people bring to them.

It views peoples’ lives as continually evolving while interacting with the world in which they
live (Bryman 2008), and encompasses a wide array of methods and approaches for in-depth
exploration of peoples’ worlds. Qualitative research supports a researcher to build confidence
and trust between themselves and the participants (Darlington & Scott 2002). Sharing many
of the practices embedded in work with people, e.g. relationship building, qualitative research
reflects youth work practice and its underpinning values. This research design is developed
to ensure research participants are fully supported to actively contribute in a way they
understand and are familiar with. To this end, narrative inquiry is identified as the key

influence in this qualitative design.

 Narrative Inquiry - Overview

The Narrative Turn emerged within the context of civil rights, women’s sexual liberation and
anti-colonial movements (Berger & Quinney 2004). Narrative inquiry studies experiences,
and how we think about experiences, and views people as having unending experiences while
continuously recreating stories during the experience (Connelly & Clandinin 2006).
Narrative researchers gather stories, analyse them to identify significant features, e.g. time,

plot etc, and then rewrite them to position them in a chronological sequence (Ollerenshaw &
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Creswell 2002 as cited in Creswell 2012 p. 74). Essentially, narrative researchers endeavour
to ‘restory’ participants’ stories into a framework that makes sense’ and ‘Restorying is the

process of reorganising the stories into some general type of framework’ (Creswell 2012 p.
74).

Youth workers create and recreate knowledge with young people in changeable contexts
where practice is fluid, and they communicate this through stories (Davies 2011a). Their
stories describe experiences and events in and about their work, while those they work with
also share stories with them (Spence 2007, Tilsen 2018). It can be viewed as a way of ‘sense-
making for both the storyteller and the listener’ (Cooper 2018c p.235). Essentially, the youth
work process reflects the imperative of narrative inquiry, hence its influence on the
development of this qualitative research design (Creswell 2007). Narrative inquiry research
promotes the “active integration of knowing, doing and being” (White 2007 p. 231, italics
added), ‘thus unhinging the problematic distinction between theory and practice’ (Tilsen
2018 p. 50), thereby supporting youth workers to explain what they do and how they do it,

in a way that is familiar to them.

Increasingly, social professionals are using narrative inquiry in their practice and research as
it sits itself into ‘the temporal unfolding of lives’ (Clandinin & Huber 2010), For example,
teachers describe their use of narrative inquiry to look at their personal and professional lives
explaining it is an ongoing inquiry amongst them and their colleagues (Hollingsworth &
Dybdahl 2007). A recent resurgence of practitioner research — particularly in the health and
social professions — prompts some authors to suggest it is receiving increased recognition
from academics and practitioners (Coupal 2005, Darlington & Scott, 2002). Conversely,
others propose that practitioner researchers observe academic researchers denoting less
importance to their work (Fox et al. 2007). Though practitioner research bears the same
expectations of it as academic research (Costley 2010, Fox et al. 2007), the positioning of the
researcher in the research process is fundamentally different (Coupal 2005). Indisputably,
practitioner research involves the sharing and gathering of stories, hence the suitability of

narrative inquiry in this research.

Clandinin (2006 p. 44) proposes a narrative paradigm accepts the belief that as humans ‘we
create meaning in our lives as well as ways we enlist other’s help in building our lives and

communities’. Creswell (2006 p. 54) defines narrative inquiry as a ‘specific type of
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qualitative design’; while Czarniawska (2004) asserts it can be a written or spoken text,
offering a chronological account of an event, action or series of both. Also, Chase (2008)
explains narrative inquiry can be defined as an approach and a method. For the purpose of
this research I followed the guidelines outlined by (Creswell 2007) in terms of data collection

and analysis.

Referring to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), Creswell (2007 p. 55) describes a set of
guidelines for researchers to consider when selecting and using narrative inquiry. They are:
Choosing narrative inquiry if the question necessitates the gathering of stories

and experiences from a small number of individuals.

A considerable amount of time should be spent with the individuals using a
variety of collection methods, e.g. ‘field texts’ (Clandinin & Connelly 2000)

The researcher collects information about the context of the individuals’ stories
being gathered.

Stories gathered during the fieldwork are re-storied by tying them together under
a general framework and presenting them back in this way.

A collaborative and active participation process between the researcher and the
participant, with the researcher negotiating relationships and meanings, and
facilitating turning points and epiphanies for themselves and the participants in
their interactions is promoted. Creswell (2007 p. 55)

Importantly, these procedures are a guide, ‘an informal collection of topics’ (Creswell 2007
p. 55) rather than a steadfast set of rules to be used by the researcher when appropriate in the
research process. Examining philosophical underpinnings illustrates why this research is
qualitative and draws from narrative inquiry. This becomes apparent when describing the

plan for data collection and specifically the method, i.e. interviews.

* Qualitative and Narrative Interviewing

Qualitative interviews look to access more in-depth knowledge, e.g. peoples’ experiences
and thoughts (Rubin & Rubin 2005). Qualitative interviewing enters peoples’ life worlds,
interpreting meaning, obtaining nuanced descriptions, and acknowledging sensitivity and
varied experiences acquired through interpersonal interaction (Kvale 2009). Using
qualitative interviews with youth workers facilitates a process which is familiar to the
researcher and participants as everyday topics are discussed and meaning in each

participant’s world is expressed in their own language and interpreted as such (Kvale 2009).
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These interviews encourage the participant and the researcher to engage with and reflect on
their work and experiences, shared or otherwise (Rubin & Rubin 2012 p. 7).

Kvale (1996 p. 25) describes a qualitative interview to be ‘a specific form of human
interaction in which knowledge evolves through a dialogue’, and Merrill and West (2009 p.
215) suggest ‘interview implies relationship’. During a qualitative interview, a relationship
is built between the researcher and participant influencing its content and process thus
reflecting a youth worker’s practice of establishing relationships and trust with young people
through talking with them (Young 1999). Kvale (1996 p. 124) suggests interviews are for
‘obtaining qualitative descriptions of the life world of the subject with respect to
interpretation of their meaning’ and offer an opportunity to those whose voice is normally
silent to be heard by a larger audience (Kvale 2006). After choosing qualitative interviews
for data collection in this research, the next consideration looks at what type of qualitative

interviews should be undertaken with youth workers and why.

* Biographical Narrative Interviewing

Narrative interviewing acknowledges the temporal, social and meaning structures of an
interview in which stories may be spontaneous or elicited (Mishler 1986). Researchers use
narrative inquiry to gather knowledge by asking people to tell their stories — as is the case in
youth work — while also looking at the stories being created with the participants throughout
the research. Narrative research practices are guided by the following traditions;
biographical, autobiographical, life history and oral history (Creswell 2007, Chase 2005),
and — depending on the purpose of the research — the type of interview approach is influenced
by one or more of these. The biographical tradition influences the interviews in this research
as | inquire into who professional youth workers are and how they understand their role.
Therefore, | ask participants to share stories of their experiences before, becoming and being
a professional youth worker. Gathering data using biographical narrative interviewing
supports me as a practitioner researcher to hear, share, and gather stories with each of my
fellow practitioners in a way reflecting youth work practice, i.e. asking and sharing
experiences between us in conversation. At the same time, the process is undoubtedly
unpredictable, and so the planning stages need to address this and prepare for the unexpected.

Ethical considerations are central to this.
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4.3  Narrative Ethics in Narrative Inquiry

* Narrative Interviewing: Co-constructing Knowledge

Rubin and Rubin (2005 p. 12) describe qualitative interviews as ‘extensions of ordinary
conversations’ with the interviewees ‘as partners in the research enterprise rather than just
subjects to be tested’. Furthermore, Kvale (1996 p. 125) understands an interview as ‘a
conversation between two partners about a theme of mutual interest’ and Rubin & Rubin
(2005 p. 15) label the process ‘responsive interviewing’. Essentially, in conversations with
participants, questioning styles, relationships and purpose can all change and evolve in
response to how the participant is or is not engaging in the process throughout the fieldwork.
This is because ‘qualitative research is not simply learning about a topic, but also learning

what is important to those being studied’ (Rubin & Rubin 2005 p. 15).

During data collection, it is useful for a researcher who is cognisant of this to think of
themselves as a traveller who ‘wanders through the landscape and enters into conversations
with the people he or she encounters’. Fundamentally, the researcher and the participants are
‘wandering together’ (Kvale 2009 p. 48). The epistemological notion of researcher as
‘traveller’ (Kvale 2009 p. 47) is the essence of a narrative inquiry perspective which
understands knowledge as co-constructed. Looking to travel with the research participants —
my fellow practitioners in youth work, on journeys that are at times ‘off road, taking
unexpected paths’ (Tilsen 2018 p. 61), visiting new places together, sharing and collecting
stories, and creating new experiences — any intention to try and dig out information like a
‘miner’ believing, like some researchers, it is buried within participants, is disregarded
(Kvale 2009). Several features guiding the research conversations and supporting the data
collection process in this research include:

- Deliberate naiveté

- Looking for specificities as opposed to generalisations

- Purpose

- Ambiguity reflecting real life situations

- Being open to change regarding new insights and descriptions

- Sensitivity

- Information is obtained through interpersonal interaction

- Itis a positive experience for the interviewee (Kvale 2009 p. 28)
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These features resonate deeply with me because they reflect the essentials of a youth worker’s
attitude and disposition when working with young people (see Chapter 3, Tilsen 2018 p. 90).

The practitioner researcher positionality also needs to be managed. Kvale (2009 p. 33)
introduces the term ‘power asymmetry’ to recognise the interviewer as ruling the interview
through a one-way, instrumentalised dialogue which can be manipulative. To avoid this, an
interviewee is advised to have their own questions for the interviewer, coupled with the
interviewer sharing their observations and thoughts to ‘equalise’ the interaction and process
(Kvale 2009). Likewise, Rubin and Rubin (2005 p. 79) suggest the use of responsive
interviewing leads to a ‘conversational partnership’, encouraging the development of a
relationship between the researcher and the interviewee, which ‘influences the interviewing
process’. Hence, the three interviews with each participant in this research are referred to as

three conversations.

That said, conversations with participants are not ordinary conversations. Instead they are for
research, with a purpose and focus (Kvale 2009), and involve ‘a delicate balance between
cognitive knowledge seeking and the ethical aspects of emotional human interaction’ (Kvale
1996 p. 125). Described as ‘more detailed, more in-depth, more focused, and also more
imbalanced’ (Rubin & Rubin 2005 p. 108), interviews should not be regarded as ‘completely
open and free dialogue between egalitarian partners’ (Kvale 2009 p. 33) and it is essential to
ensure a plan with a strong ‘ethic of care’ is developed and approved for use throughout the

process.

» Narrative Research and Ethical Approval

Qualitative researchers or ‘insiders’ argue the importance of recognising that narrative
research is different from quantitative research, explaining that ‘we pursue a question through
a meandering route, finding appropriate data sources as we go along’ (Zeni 1998 p. 10). A
qualitative research design — particularly one influenced by narrative inquiry and the
practitioner researcher role — requires detailed planning to ensure a strong ‘ethic of care’
(Kearns 2012 p. 29).

University ethics’ panels often review research proposals through a traditional scientific
inquiry lens which commonly looks at harm to participants, lack of informed consent,

invasion of privacy, and deception (Diener & Crandell 1978 as cited in Bryman 2008 p. 118).
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However, Lincoln and Tierney (2004 as cited in Bryman 2008 p. 17) suggest:

In recent years, research ethics committees ...have become quite controversial.
Some writers see them as too influenced by a natural science model of the
research process and as therefore inimical to social research and qualitative
research in particular.

This was a concern for me before | began to look for ethical approval as — noted earlier —
narrative interviewing attends to how stories are being told, but equally how those stories are
being made (Clandinin & Huber 2010 p. 10), and is a ‘recursive process’ embedded in a
narrative approach for the collection of in-depth data (Clandinin & Huber 2010 p. 10).

Knowledge is created, shared and revisited to influence future interviews between the
narrative researcher and the participant. This has prompted the decision to have three
conversations rather than just one with each participant in this research activity. As a result,
the narrative researcher must continuously attend to issues of ethics, including ongoing
consent when doing narrative interviews. Essentially, ethics is not just a one-off piece of
work to be taken care of during the fieldwork process, but rather it is ongoing — stories are

collected in the middle of stories being made.

The collection of data constructs rather than merely relates, peoples’ stories (Clandinin &
Huber 2010), and so open-ended conversations present the possibility of renegotiated consent
with participants throughout the research. To this end, ‘narrative ethics thus involves a
simultaneous welcoming and valuing of endless questioning’ and supports the researcher to

acknowledge narrative privilege (Adams 2008 p. 188).

| received ethical approval from Maynooth University through a process that was designed
to facilitate practitioner research. | was granted ethical approval following completion of a
written protocol, and making a presentation to a panel which addressed any queries and
concerns the University might have had about ethics in relation to my work. Following ethical

approval, | addressed the area of quality in research before beginning the fieldwork.

4.4  Quality in Narrative Inquiry

In social research, quality is most commonly discussed in relation to reliability, replicability
and validity (Bryman 2008). Briefly, reliability is concerned with whether the results of the

completed study can be repeated, i.e. can it be relied on to produce the same results if the
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study is carried out again. Replicability looks at whether it is possible to create the same
study again in order to produce those same results. Validity addresses the integrity of the
study and focuses on measurement and internal validity, i.e. measures and causality (Bryman
2008).

On completion or near completion of any research project, questions related to its ‘quality,
validity, reliability and generalisability’ are certain (Loh 2013 p. 1). Contemplating this,
Creswell (2012 p. 52) declares:

At some point I ask, “Did we (I) get the story right?” (Stake 1995) knowing that

there are no “right” stories, only multiple stories. Perhaps qualitative studies
have no endings, only questions.

As noted, currently, specific criteria, attendance to a process of regular evaluation, and an
emphasis on evidence-based practice, dominate discussions concerning research quality.
However, qualitative researchers suggest that there are alternative ways to judge the quality
of qualitative research (Hammersley2007, Bryman 2008,Loh 2013). Hammersley (2007 p.
287) recommends defining the term ‘criterion’, its position in qualitative research, and
whether it’s reasonable to have just one set of criteria. This is particularly pertinent when
considering the various, often contrasting, paradigms and underpinning philosophical

assumptions across qualitative research.

Additionally, Loh (2013) queries whether writers on qualitative research are sufficiently and
confidently addressing the issue of quality, particularly quality in narrative inquiry research.
As such, he explores how the areas of trustworthiness and truth — noting verisimilitude and
utility — can be managed in narrative inquiry, and recommends the use of member checking
with peers, and audience validation, when thinking about trustworthiness in narrative inquiry

research.

Truth is discussed considering the believability of the research and its findings when read by
another, i.e. verisimilitude. When discussing the writing of research for the reader, Creswell
(2012 p. 54) explains how verisimilitude manifests:

A literary term captures my thinking (Richardson 1994 p. 521). The writing is

clear, engaging and full of unexpected ideas. The story and findings become

believable and realistic, accurately reflecting all the complexities that exist in
real life. The best qualitative studies engage the reader.
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Finally, the term utility — looking at the usefulness and contribution a piece of research makes
or can make when it is completed — is considered. Loh (2013 p. 10) suggests following
Eisner’s (1998) three criteria: comprehension, anticipation and guide maps. Using these
three, the researcher considers if their final research helps the reader to understand something
otherwise unknown while using interpretations and descriptions to move them beyond the
information given, and provide them with directions to observe and understand areas and
experiences presented in more depth. To conclude this discussion on quality and the overall
design, an examination of the practitioner/researcher role is essential before describing the
fieldwork.

* Reflecting on My Own Story(ies) as a Practitioner Research

Certainly, practitioner research, and the role of the practitioner/researcher, continues to fuel
debates for various reasons already noted in this chapter. One final area which has not yet
been discussed in relation to this research concerns validity and its relevance to the role of
the practitioner researcher. Positivist critiques argue the position of the insider practitioner
researcher is problematic in terms of a lack of objectivity, questionable impartiality, and a
view to a particular outcome being attained (Costley 2010). Ultimately, their role is seen to
compromise the collection of ‘valid’ or ‘true’ knowledge as constituted in an objectivist

context (Kvale 1995).

However, from a social constructivist view, positivist research can fail to recognise the
multiple experiences of practitioners operating in different contexts, and for the social
constructivist researcher ‘validity is not defined by objective criteria laid down by researchers
and academics’ (Fox et al. 2007 p. 80). Comparing positivist researchers to insider
researchers, Costley (2010) suggests the latter has a better understanding of the participants’
professional role and mutual understanding exists between the researcher and participant,
encouraging discussion in the interviews. The practitioner researcher ‘can draw upon the
shared understanding and trust of their immediate colleagues with whom normal interactions
of working communities have been developed’ (Costley 2010 p. 1). That said, | previously
worked under the same funding remit as three of the participants and had expected that our

experiences and perspectives on youth work would be similar.
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Many differences arose as | listened to the recordings of their conversations, and analysed
the transcripts, gaining a more in-depth understanding from participants’ experiences
(Rooney 2005). Therefore, social constructivist researchers need to be aware of, and make
visible, contextual influences on their research to authenticate it. These include whether it is
commissioned, who the other stakeholders are, and the biases they bring to the research.
Rather than striving for objectivity — regarded as impossible — researchers endeavour to make

their subjectivities visible.

* A Story of Quality in Social Research - Responsibility

Mindful of the debates on quality, particularly validity, in qualitative and narrative inquiry
research, | include a suitable framework to ensure their transparency in this research.
McClintock et al. (2003) identify six criteria for evaluating responsible research explaining
what they can contribute and in what form they may take. Table 1 (overleaf) illustrates the
guidelines and in its column four, | outline my response to each area during the research

process.

Furthermore, rather than striving for objectivity — regarded as impossible — researchers
endeavour to make their subjectivities visible. Considering this, I use the criteria for
responsible research (McClintock et al. 2003) [as indicated in Table 1] again, as it offers a
suitable framework to make my biases visible and judge validity. Indeed, assuming research
about youth work pract