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Summary of own learning 
Introduction 
My placement at Llandysul Paddlers gave me an opportunity to develop practical Youth Work skills whilst working with young people in an outdoor activity setting. I worked with a diverse group, including young people from a Pupil Referral Unit (PRU), which required me to adapt my approach and communication style. Unlike my previous placement at Tysul Youth, where participation was voluntary, this placement involved working with young people whose attendance was mandatory, often leading to disengagement. This highlighted the importance of adapting Youth Work principles in alternative education environments and the need to build trust and rapport through consistent relationship building and meaningful engagement.   

Engaging young people 
A challenge for me was engaging young people who were not interested in structured activities, such as kayaking or paddleboarding, usually due to the cold or not wanting to get wet. Some were eager, but others had negative past experiences with authority figures, which caused them to disengage from instruction. This highlighted the importance of The Five Pillars of Youth Work (Youth Work Wales, 2019) which focus on voluntary participation, empowerment, inclusivity, informal education and relationships. Even though I could not change that it was mandatory to attend, I adapted by offering choices, such as playing board games in the bunkhouse to give them a sense of autonomy. This is supported by research which suggests that offering meaningful choices boosts intrinsic motivation in non-formal settings (Barnes and Sharp, 2004). 

Managing behaviour and emotional regulation 
I observed how staff supported young people struggling with emotional regulation. The Welsh Government’s framework on Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) (Welsh Government, 2024) highlights how early trauma can affect trust and self-regulation of emotions. This was obvious among PRU students, most had Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which faced challenges around following instructions and impulse control. NICE (2018, cited in Codling, 2022, p. 13) shows how ADHD affects emotional management, which requires empathetic and structured interventions.  
At first, I found managing these behaviours difficult but after observing staff approaches, I learnt the value of patience strategies. One staff member supported a young person frustrated during a conversation about GCSEs. Instead of using discipline, they approached using a supervision-based model that emphasised guidance and understanding repeating Hawkins and Shohet’s (2012) focus on reflective support over authority. This approach also aligned with counselling skills such as active listening and validation (Rogers, 1961). 



Experiential learning 
Throughout the placement, I reflected on how important experiential learning is in an outdoor setting. Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle (1984) frameworks a four-stage process, concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualisation and active experimentation. I observed how activities like kayaking, problem-solving tasks and team games created valuable learning opportunities. For many young people disengaged from formal education, these hands-on experiences fostered personal growth and skills development like teamwork, communication and resilience. This aligns with research showing that outdoor learning environments can enhance social and emotional learning (Allan, 2024). I saw first-hand, how these learning opportunities created a sense of autonomy and confidence highlighting the value of adaptable, experience-based approaches for re-engaging young people in learning (Kolb, 1984). 

Developing communication and leadership skills 
Initially, I lacked confidence in leading activities to a new group setting. However, through observation and practice, I became more confident with my communication style, adjusting my tone and body language depending on the situation. The National Occupational Standards (NOS) for Youth Work (National Youth Agency, 2019) mention that effective communication involves fostering relationships through active listening and mutual respect. I realised young people responded better when they felt heard. Taking the time to understand their frustrations, or interests, often led to engagement.  This approach aligns with the RHP Companion to Outdoor Education (2004), which highlights the importance of informal, interest-based engagement in relationship-building and trust in outdoor Youth Work. 
Managing group dynamics and wellbeing 
Managing group dynamics was another area I grew in. Some young people tested boundaries, often to gauge responses. Initially, I found this personally challenging to be patient, but through observation I learned the importance of setting calm, consistent boundaries early. Doing this helped maintain structure without turning to authoritarian methods (Freire, 1970). The Five Ways to Wellbeing (NEF, 2008) offered a useful framework for holistic engagement. Encouraging connection, physical activity, self-awareness, learning and contribution helped to support the individual and group wellbeing. These principles reinforced the idea that Youth Work is not just about managing behaviour or delivering activities but about creating environments where young people feel safe, valued and supported (Jeffs and Smiths, 2005). 

Negative experiences 
A specific challenge was managing a young person who was more than often rude and dismissive towards me. I stayed calm, supportive and professional, but their behaviour disrupted both the group dynamics and my emotional resilience. This, mixed with resistance from other young people towards authority, made it harder to build connections. I learnt that managing challenging behaviour requires a balance of empathy, setting boundaries and persistence, which aligns with the relational method in the RHP Companion to Outdoor Education (2004), which stresses how important supportive connections in managing behaviours in outdoor settings are. Rather than focusing on discipline, I learned that leading with curiosity and consistency helped build small moments of trust over time. 
 
Reflection and future development 
By reflecting throughout using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988), I learnt that the placement deepened my understanding of Youth Work in alternative provisions. Unlike voluntary youth clubs, settings like Paddlers require adaptive and personal approaches. I quickly realised that engagement strategies need to be flexible based on each person’s needs, trust levels and personal experiences (Smith, 2002). The Five Pillars of Youth Work reinforced that meaningful learning could take place outside of formal or structured settings. Looking forward, I aim to continue improving my skills in experiential activities, communication and emotional awareness. As someone who struggled within the formal education system, I feel more connected to the young people I work with and more dedicated to Youth Work that focuses on inclusion and building strong relationships. 
 
Conclusion 
My placement at Llandysul Paddlers was a meaningful and valuable learning experience. I developed practical skills in engaging young people, managing behaviour and communicating effectively in a challenging outdoor setting. Furthermore, working with young people that were required to attend made me think more carefully about how to apply Youth Work principles in flexible and creative ways. One key take-away was how vital communication, patience and relationship-building are when supporting young people who have faced difficulties. Reflecting on this experience has strengthened my passion for Youth Work and my commitment to creating positive, inclusive and empowering opportunities for young people to grow and thrive. 
I would like to thank Gareth, Alex, Hannah, and Joey, who were all welcoming, supportive, friendly, and helpful throughout my placement. Their supportive approach made a considerable difference to my experience and learning outcomes. 
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