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Principles and Contexts of Work with Young People
 
Introduction
Within the work of young people, there are key principles and values that are the solid foundation of the youth work practice. Youth work is very broad which means it is vital that it should be built on a specific set of characteristics. Having a set of values will also enable the work with young people to be consistently delivered in an effective way. The Cambridge Dictionary (1999) has defined the word ‘principle’ as ‘’a moral rule or standard of good behaviour’’. Youth work is also comprised of a wide variety of different contexts. In other words, there are many places that youth work can take place. Some of these contexts are more common whilst others are a bit more undefined. This essay will outline major principles of youth work, explore the contexts in which youth work takes place and include different perspectives from relevant authors on the subjects. All of this will also be linked with the Youth Work National Occupational Standards. 
 
Principles and Values of the Youth Work Practice
In some ways, the youth work practice’s identity is both its values and principles. Sercombe notes that the youth work practice does not have a set of values; instead the youth work practice is a set of values (2010, p.20). According to Banks (2010, p.10), the youth work practice is based on the core characteristics of a relationship with young people that is voluntary, an education process that is informal and enables young people to expand their perspectives, as well as a grow a community of young people to work together respectfully. Informal education is a type of education that happens daily and throughout life. It has no structure and can be as simple as learning to cook. Youth workers most often witness young people through their own informal education and help them to reflect about their experiences in a safe environment. One of the ways that informal education opportunities are created is through activities that youth workers organise. Banks’ view of the values of youth work practices are supported by the works of Jeffs and Smith. The principles of youth work are made up of free, un-obligatory relationships, informal education and the nurturing of a relationship and community with sincerity (Jeffs and Smith, 2010, p.2-3). Sapin states that the centre of youth work values is that of ‘respect for young people’ (2013, p.3). Furthermore, Sapin lists ‘voluntary participation, respect for human rights and equity, bringing young people together’ as some of the key principles and values for youth work practice (2013, p.4). The youth work practices in Wales are grounded on principles that authors Banks, Sapin and Jeffs and Smith have already written. However, these core principles have been organised into five key areas by the Youth Work in Wales; ‘educative, expressive, participation, inclusive and empowering’ (Youth Work in Wales et al, 2018, p.5-6). Youth workers’ morals are vital as they have an immediate influence on the work they carry out (Young, 2006, p.93). This very important if some of the young people look up to youth workers as a role model. This is also why communication and listening skills are essential to a youth worker’s practice. Some young people may not be ‘seen’ or heard in other areas of their life. Based on these authors, it is clear to see that they all have similar viewpoints about the values of a youth worker’s practice. One of the ways that youth workers are able to assess how effective they are in representing the above mentioned values is through the process of reflection. By shifting perspectives, a youth worker will be able to improve their practice which would then hopefully have a positive result on the young people that they support. 
 
Contexts of the Youth Work Practice
Youth work is not generally restricted to one type of context. It occurs in a lot more places than people are aware of. Mckee et al write that youth work takes place ‘wherever young people are’ (2010, p.9). Examples of where youth work can be located includes in designated clubs, hospitals, schools, parks to name a few. In addition, youth work can take place in a physical building or through detached work as well as in urban or rural areas. It can also occur both indoors and outdoors. Furthermore, a youth worker may not necessarily hold a paid position, rather they could also be a volunteer through a charity organisation. Sercombe suggests that the reason why there are such diverse contexts that the youth work practice takes place is due to the fact that the problems that the youth work practice encounters are just as diverse (2010, p.21). Wood et al have separated the contexts of youth work practice into three parts; ‘community, policy and organisational, and partnership context’ (2015, p.67-114). They claim that youth workers need to gain the local knowledge of the area in which they are based. The reason for this is because young people tend to have a strong sense of belonging to their community. Being able to better understand the geography of a community through a community profile will also enable a youth worker to better understand the young people that they are in professional partnership with. In terms of the policy and organisational context, Wood et al write that it is not easy to measure a youth worker’s practice based on short or long term policies. However, it does enable certain economic problems and social issues like teenage pregnancy to be targeted and then tackled. As for the partnership context, the difficulties that youth workers encounter can be complex, resulting in the collaboration of other services such as the police being incredibly helpful. It also means that there does not become a strain on a particular youth worker and that they can be able to handle the demands that their work could come across. A youth worker’s practice may involve working with other partners, also known as multi-agency, through sharing resources, for example that of a venue.
 
The NOS perspective of the Youth Work Practice
All of the above youth work practice values are reinforced through the NOS. NOS stands for the National Occupational Standards. They are responsible for ensuring that all youth work practices are in accordance with a set of values. They also enable youth workers to strengthen their knowledge and skills surrounding youth work practices. The National Occupation Standards are a crucial aspect of a youth worker’s practice and their training. They help to define the role of a youth worker. The Youth Work National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) reflect what authors such as Banks, Sapin, Sercombe et al have mentioned about the principles of the work with young people. They state that the practice of youth work is implemented by the principles of ‘partnership’, ‘inclusion’ and the young person’s choice to be a participant (2019, p.5). Furthermore, the NOS highlights that each principle is interconnected with one another. It also encourages youth workers to be alert of the ‘local, social and political’ contexts within their work as well as actively engage with work towards guiding young people in a range of different circumstances. Providing opportunities, promoting social, spiritual and educational development, increasing young people’s confidence and being concerned for a young person’s welfare are necessary values that the Youth Work National Occupational Standards outline (2019, p.5).
 
Conclusion
In conclusion, from reading these authors, most of them are in agreement about the main characteristics of the youth work practice. Moreover, it is evident that the practice of a youth worker can be held in a wide range of environments and does not primarily take place in a building or designated youth club. From the above it is apparent that the youth work practices can be shaped by a variety of contexts that one does not have control over. These could possibly be direct impacts from the young people or indirect effects from governmental policies. This emphasizes the increasing importance for youth workers to be adaptable in their practice. Finally, it also further promotes the importance of youth workers holding their core values throughout their practice with young people. Without its values, the youth work practice would put young people’s future at risk. The youth work practice should primarily focus on keeping young people as their first priority and providing a safe setting for them to thrive in.
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