Developing and Defending Youth Work in the North East 

Report of second workshop

Youth Work – What Future?  

Monday 21st September, 2009, 9.45 to 13.00

St John’s Church Hall, Grainger Street, Newcastle Upon Tyne, NE1 5JG

Around 65 people from statutory and voluntary sector youth organisations and services and universities attended the second ‘developing and defending youth work’ event in Newcastle. The event was supported by Scotswood Area Strategy (administration), Durham University Community and Youth Work Studies Unit (venue and refreshments) and planned by the NE Steering Group for Developing and Defending Youth Work.

Don McDonald chaired the event, giving an update on national and regional developments, and introducing the NE Steering Group and representatives from the unions. Reports were given on plans for a national conference, on the Social Work Action Network conference in Bath where there was a workshop on the theme of ‘In Defence of Youth Work’, and on progress with requests for support through Unite and Unison. 

Tony Jeffs gave a challenging talk on the theme of the future of youth work. He likened the gradual decline of statutory youth work to the death of a great oak. He identified four key factors contributing to the predicted demise of statutory youth work: 

· The loss of faith in the value of group work and in young people autonomously coming together in youth groups, leading to the rise of casework.

· The falling away of networks of civil society. For example, 30 years ago there were 2000 youth groups in Bristol.

· The mindless extension of schooling, with youth workers being used to sustain an education system that growing numbers of young people reject.

· The financial crisis and the potential for 40-60% cuts in youth and community work.  

Tony predicted that after the cuts, there would be a reconstruction of local democracy. He described current youth workers as like small market traders, bidding competition with each other. Instead he urged them to tie their ropes together instead of clinging to their own small threads. He urged the audience to pick up the acorns of youth work that are worth saving when the oak tree dies.

Jean Spence followed on by asking the question – if we aim to defend youth work, what is it we want to defend? She offered several critiques of the way youth work is characterised, and how it operates as a professional practice:

· Youth work is often presented as monolithic, whereas it is contested, shifting and nuanced. 

· Is research influencing practice? What note do youth workers take of research and how do they use it? 

· There is a strand of anti-intellectualism in youth work. This is not helpful. Youth workers need to be constantly engaged in learning and intellectual dialogue.

· There is often a focus on getting publicity for youth work rather than the politics of youth work. Youth workers need to engage in debate and dialogue with policy makers.  

For Jean, the youth work that is worth defending is about: respect; dialogue; challenging policy; intellectual engagement; and the informed youth worker who works for the benefit of young people. 

Workshops were held on the following themes, with brief feedback coming from each group on what they wanted to defend and what they wanted to change:

a. Issues in working with young women – Is there still a place for work with young women? Is there too much focus on young women with/as problems – binge drinking, teenage pregnancy?

Defend: the political agenda; young women need to fight for acceptance; single sex work on its own terms; space for informality; professionalism of youth workers; a process, not just a quick fix.

Change: focus on outcomes; problem focus; lack of space and time; need to support women active in the community; link between formal and informal education.  

b. Issues in working with black young people – What has happened to anti-racism? Is work with BME groups focussing too much on preventing violent extremism?

Defend: anti-racist work; the ethos and values of the whole profession; build on history, the battles won in the past; on-going training.

Change: agenda being set by the media, causing mistrust; ‘BME’ is not a helpful term; more full-time workers should be working with black young people. 

c. Issues in part-time and voluntary youth work – How much are part-time and volunteer workers valued and informed?  

Defend: spontaneity

Change: volunteers as cheap option, a commodity; often outside decision-making process; conflict in role of volunteers; lack of support from full-time workers; more training; organise volunteers within larger area, so they could choose which organisations to work for.

d. Issues in managing youth work  -  What is the scope for creatively translating policy into practice?  How do managers handle the challenges of being in the middle between face-to-face workers and policy makers?

Defend: youth work ethos in organisations; work for young people rather than senior management; work in communities rather than super-centres; principles of informal education; learning for life rather than lifelong learning.

Change:  lack of opportunities for nurturing new workers; top down management not reflecting need; encourage sharing knowledge and meaningful voice.

The way forward

· The importance of a national conference, with good speakers, discussion and debate.

· Need to plan what happens after the conference

· Work out who needs to be influenced now in the North East and how.

· We could do our own survey of managers

· We should seek evidence on key issues being faced by youth workers – for example, reduction in support and access to training which could be taken forward by the unions.   

· A reading group could be set up for people to come together and share ideas

· The importance of networking in the NE before the national conference to gauge views.

· The need to reflect on what parts of practice to keep; what is good practice.

· We could invite people from other professions to engage in dialogue – from the partnerships we work in.

· We should seek support on these issues from Regional Youth Work Units across the country. 

· For further dialogue, the website is: http://indefenceofyouthwork.wordpress.com/tag/youth-work/   
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