Personal reflections on the Social Rights seminar and on ‘What Next’

This piece ends with my reflections on elements of the ‘What next’ discussion paper and responses, but started off life as a report on the DMU social rights seminar, so I’ll do that first! The seminar brought together an interesting mix of people, drawn from voluntary and statutory sector youth work practice in the UK and other European countries, campaigning and global education groups, and higher education. The first day was spent reflecting on the state of youth work in the UK, particularly with regard to young people's access to social rights and the European dimension. This included a round-table discussion with Fiona Blacke from the NYA, Tony Gallagher from Ofsted and myself representing IDYW (unfortunately Pauline was ill and unable to come). I found the set-up a little intimidating at first but I went for it, helped by lots of smiles and nods from people in the room. Briefly I focused on cuts, predefined outcomes, managerialism, privatisation and surveillance as barriers to youth work that might involve young people in not just ‘accessing’ social rights but also in exploring, debating, challenging and campaigning on social rights. Lots of interesting comments were made and questions asked, and my overall impression was of continuing widespread support for IDYW throughout the two days.

Sonia Thompson, reporting on the first day, drew out three key emerging themes, or debates: 

· Resistance, or picking your fights: which fight do you choose?

· Voluntariness of youth work (the voluntary principle): is it essential in youth work? Can we educate young people around social rights if young people don’t have a choice about whether or not they are there?

· Global youth work, learning from the global South, political education.

I always find it difficult writing up conferences and seminars, because I often (especially if it’s a good one) feel dazed for a while afterwards: inspired and interested but also tired and unsure what it all meant. Also, I missed the last afternoon, during which delegates were attempting the challenging task of coming up with practical proposals and recommendations for action. However, I can briefly reflect on a couple of things I found interesting, especially with the ‘IDYW: What next?’ discussion paper and responses in mind.

One, picking up on one of Sonia’s ‘emerging themes’, is the voluntary principle debate. In particular I’m interested in this debate with regard to its relevance to who is and who is not ‘counted’ or recognised as a youth worker, and how that might feel. In one of the small group discussions I was in we debated and discussed this, and came up with what felt like some agreements. I might well be biased in my summary or selective in my memory, and I must be extrapolating to some extent, but our points of agreement went something like this:

· The voluntary principle might be better explained as a choice principle: it is about young people’s free choice to take part or to leave. (Some people, especially those from outside the UK, found the terminology confusing and thought incentives for young people / payment for staff /  not being in the voluntary sector might mean not following the voluntary principle).

· While recognising that choice is not straightforward (e.g. young people may attend because friends persuade them, parents compel them or another agency refers them), for it to be ‘youth work’ (as opposed to ‘work with young people’) young people must have the choice to leave the session if they want to. 

· Youth work in schools, colleges, prisons, reparations and targeted support services might or might not include a real choice over whether to take part – we cannot have a blanket assumption about certain forms of work being youth work or not – and in some cases it will always be debateable.

· ‘Youth worker’ does not just mean ‘someone who does youth work’. There is a professional or personal identity ‘youth worker’, which may be to do with identification, loyalty or qualification, and which may remain if someone is not doing ‘youth work’ at present (for whatever reason). Someone can be a youth worker even if they’re not doing youth work; their youth work experience, knowledge and skills may inform other areas of their lives.

· A belief that the voluntary principle (or choice principle) is an essential feature of youth work does not equate to a judgement about quality or value. It should not be a dismissal of (or disrespect for) other forms or settings of work, e.g. in schools, colleges, prisons – someone working in these settings may be doing great work – and someone basing their work on the voluntary principle may not be doing good work! The voluntary / choice principle is meaningful in terms of the power balance of youth work, but it is not the only thing that’s meaningful.

The other thing I found interesting came about from a mention of the National Citizen Service. This was not mentioned in my original speech but I think Fiona Blacke brought it up, saying that NCS workers were pleased that in-depth youth work had been able to take place, and thought it was good to have six weeks to build relationships and see a change in young people. I made the rather obvious points that it’s not news to youth workers that residentials are great for relationship building, and it’s a shame if just six weeks of youth work now feels like a luxury. Quite rightly a worker responded passionately from the room, disputing my criticism and enthusiastically singing the praises of the NCS scheme she’d worked on. I had a friendly longer chat with her later, and there was much that we agreed on: that short-term youth work can be good but long-term youth work is better; that residentials are great; that young people often come to NCS from existing youth groups, so they do sometimes have some form of ongoing support. I also heard more about her criticisms as well as praise for the scheme. She was reflective, thoughtful and principled in what she was saying – and yet, of course, there remained points where our views were different. 

There’s nothing particularly noteworthy about this anecdote except that it reminded me yet again that something spoken from a public platform (or written on a website perhaps) is not always received in the way it’s intended. Although I am opposed to the NCS as a policy or scheme, I hadn’t meant to dismiss all youth work done under the umbrella of NCS as necessarily bad or unethical – and yet I’d been in danger of alienating a worker because of how my criticism sounded to her.

This reinforced my feeling, as does nearly every chat with another youth worker, that I learn more by listening with an open mind, being open to criticism and challenge but also being willing to be critical myself. For most of us youth workers, talking to people we disagree with is not something that impedes our principles or values in any way – much the opposite – listening and learning and being honest and sometimes critical is part and parcel of being a youth worker, for many of us. This is not to say we always get it right – it’s difficult! I for one am still working out how to do this respectfully and with integrity, as a youth worker, a colleague, a friend, a family member... 

I feel that as IDYW we should not be afraid of being outright critical sometimes, whether of organisations or policies. I think one of our main roles (and probably the thing we have done most successfully) is to challenge and change the terms of the debate. I think we should attempt to be open minded and nuanced in our criticisms, but if we never said anything that risked someone feeling defensive it would be difficult to be critical at all (whether as a ‘critical friend’ or not). We should try though to avoid making people feel silenced, unable to challenge or contribute (even though we’re bound to fail at times); I think the debates we’re having now are a good step.

I have thoughts on all the other points which are coming up too, but will stop now! Very much looking forward to discussing all of this on the 29th November and in March. 

Tania de St Croix

