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	                                                                                              Introduction 
This critical evaluation of a journal article focuses on Williams, S. and Richardson, R. (2024) ‘What Do JNC Youth Workers Conceive as “Professional Maturity” in Youth Work Practice’, Journal of Applied Youth Studies,7, pp. 157-176, hereafter referred to as ‘the article’. The article explores how JNC-qualified youth workers understand the concept of professional maturity within Youth Work practice. Their research aims to provide an overview of how practitioners currently perceive professional maturity and the impact this perspective may have on their work practices. Part two of the critical evaluation will explore research ethics, outline a proposed research project, and reflect on the role of reflective practice in conducting research within Youth Work settings.
This assignment will also highlight an area in youth work that could be explored further in future research projects or as part of a dissertation. Specifically, it aims to develop a clearer understanding of how key concepts are understood and applied within youth work practices. This provides a strong foundation for building upon the knowledge gained from the assignment and supports further academic and professional development. 

Part 1 – Critical evaluation of a journal article 
The article explores how JNC-qualified youth workers understand professional maturity within Youth Work practice. The abstract clearly outlines the reasons for conducting the research from the outset, making it easy for the reader to grasp its purpose and decide whether it is relevant (Cottrell, 2014, p. 186). The authors identify gaps in the existing literature, noting that although significant research has examined professionalism and maturity as separate concepts, there has been limited analysis of the two together, specifically in the context of professional maturity in Youth Work. This suggests that the authors are addressing an underexplored area and that there is a knowledge gap warranting further research.
The article's research aim is clearly stated and seeks to explore what JNC-qualified youth workers conceive of as ‘professional maturity’ in Youth Work practice. The research attempts to understand and clarify how Youth Work practitioners interpret this concept and how it may influence professional practice (Williams and Richardson, 2024). The authors justify the research by identifying a gap in existing literature. They explain that professionalism and maturity have both been widely researched as separate concepts; however, there has been limited research on their combined form, professional maturity. As stated in the article, authors such as Alexander (1948) and Bradford (2007) support the claim that ‘professional maturity’ as one concept that has received limited attention. This knowledge gap can also be observed within the framework of professional best practices, which further supports the author's claims. The framework outlines professional standards and expectations for Youth Work, but it does not specifically address professional maturity (The Government Campus, 2023). This observation reinforces the author's argument that the concept is not yet clearly developed in either research or professional practice. While the research aim is clear and well-justified, the concept of professional maturity itself appears somewhat unclear in the article, as it is not fully defined at the outset.
The article's research adopts a phenomenological approach, which is suitable as it focuses on exploring the lived experiences and perspectives of individuals. Qualitative research is often used to understand how people interpret their experiences (Leavy, 2014). This makes the approach suitable for the article's research, which explores how youth workers conceive of professional maturity within their professional practice. An important part of phenomenological research is that researchers must set aside their own assumptions to better understand participants lived experiences (Walliman, 2006). This allows youth workers to express their own interpretations of professional maturity rather than the researchers imposing their own assumptions. 
The research also used a mixed-methods approach, collecting data via an online questionnaire and semi-structured interviews (Williams and Richardson, 2024). This can be seen as a strength of the research as it allows participants to take part in different ways. Questionnaires allow participants to respond at their own pace, which may be beneficial for those who do not have the time or feel uncomfortable taking part in an interview. In contrast, semi-structured interviews allow researchers to investigate a little deeper and ask more detailed questions to better understand participants' perspectives (Denscombe, 2021). 
The questionnaire was open for three weeks, a reasonable duration for this type of research. Studies indicate that online questionnaires are typically effective with shorter response periods, and extending the time may not necessarily boost participation (Schifino, 2025). Therefore, a three-week timeframe provides sufficient time for participants to respond. However, online interviews conducted through Microsoft Teams may also present limitations. While online interviews can be convenient and accessible, they may feel less personal than face-to-face interviews and may limit the ability to build rapport with participants. Additionally, the research was not conducted within the Youth Work setting itself, which may have provided further insight into professional practice. There may have been a missed opportunity to strengthen the methodology by incorporating more observational research or enhanced engagement within Youth Work environments. However, since the research was conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic, it is understandable that this was not feasible. It would be beneficial to mention that in the future, if the researchers were able to approach the study differently, it could lead to a stronger methodology. The research included a total of fifty-six participants, with fifty-one responses gathered from a questionnaire and the remaining five participants taking part in the semi-structured interviews (Williams and Richardson, 2024). For qualitative research, this is considered a reasonable sample size, as it allows the researcher to manage responses and analyse them in depth. However, issues can arise if the research sample is not fully representative, which may lead to bias in the findings (Petrov, 2024). 
 A key weakness of the research carried out is the qualifications of the participants. Despite the research being open to all youth workers, from level one to level seven, the majority were level six or above qualified, with only two participants at level two. This finding introduces a potential bias in the research, as the results primarily reflect the perspective of highly qualified youth workers. In practice, many youth workers do not hold level six qualifications but still play important roles in the Youth Work sector. Therefore, their views may not be fully represented within the research (Stutz, 2024).
This limitation in the research may affect how professional maturity is understood, as individuals with higher levels of qualification may have different experiences, training, and expectations regarding Youth Work than those who have entered the field through alternative pathways. Consequently, the research findings may not fully reflect the broader Youth Work workforce, potentially affecting the overall findings.
One strength of the research is that it did not exclude any qualifications and was open to youth workers at levels one to seven. This demonstrated an inclusive approach to participants, although the final research findings did not reflect a variety of levels evenly.
The research gathered data through an online questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, which are considered effective methods for this type of study (Williams and Richardson, 2024). One advantage of using a questionnaire is that it allows participants to respond at their own pace and offers greater convenience, potentially leading to higher response rates. However, questionnaires also have limitations; responses may lack depth and detail. Participants might complete them quickly without fully understanding the questions or misinterpret them, which can ultimately affect the quality of the collected data (Denscombe, 2021).
In contrast, semi-structured interviews provide a more person-centred approach, allowing researchers to gain deeper insights into participants' views. These interviews enable the researcher to ask follow-up questions and gather additional information. However, in-person interviews can be time-consuming and may be subject to bias in how the researcher asks or interprets the questions (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2007). 
The researcher used thematic analysis to examine the data, a suitable method for identifying patterns and themes in qualitative data. Thematic analysis provides a framework for analysing data and helps understand participants' views and experiences (McLeod, 2024). However, a limitation of thematic analysis is that the data can be interpreted differently by the researcher, potentially introducing bias. Although using a structured framework can help reduce this, a researcher's judgment can still impact the analysis. Therefore, while the data collection and analysis methods are appropriate for the research aim, there are some limitations that may affect the research findings.
The results of this research help develop an understanding of how Youth Work interprets the concept of professional maturity in their practice (Williams and Richardson, 2024). The research highlights that professional maturity is not a fixed concept and is understood differently by individuals. It is important because it can influence both practice and job satisfaction within Youth Work. If youth workers interpret professional maturity differently, their approach to working with young people and their view of their professional role can be affected (Batsleer and Davies, 2010). 
These findings may highlight a gap in knowledge and lead to further training or professional development within the sector. If the results indicate a need for future training or guidance, it could help educate and support youth workers in understanding what professional maturity is and its impact. The research suggests that professional maturity is not solely linked to qualification level; rather, it is linked to an individual's understanding. Therefore, people at all levels of qualification can still demonstrate strong professional maturity in their practice.
A positive outcome of the research is that practitioners had the opportunity to reflect on what professional maturity means to them and how it may influence their practice. This reflective element can be seen as a valuable opportunity for their professional development (Thompson and Thompson, 2023, pp.106–107). 
However, a limitation of the findings is that the concept of professional maturity is unclear, which may make it difficult to understand or demonstrate in practice.
This research is significant for many reasons, particularly because it shows the value of using research to inform practice. During the writer's recent educational visit to Finland, it was observed that Youth Work is strongly supported by research evidence. In Finland, the approach to Youth Work isn’t just about personal opinions. It’s backed by statistics and robust research. This evidence-based practice allows professionals to justify their decisions, ensuring that they effectively meet the needs of young people. This made it clear how important it is for youth workers to understand and use research in their own practice, rather than relying solely on opinion. In comparison, this article points out that concepts like professional maturity are still not fully understood or clearly defined in Youth Work, highlighting the need for further exploration in this area.
To conclude, the article offers a mixed but valuable contribution to understanding the concept of professional maturity in Youth Work practice. The research explores how youth workers interpret professional maturity and, without formally asking, provides practitioners the opportunity to reflect on what this concept means to them. This is a key strength of the research, as it encourages further learning and support in their development if any gaps in knowledge are identified.
However, the research also has some limitations. It did not achieve a balanced mix of participants, despite being open to youth workers at all levels. Most participants were from higher levels of the profession, which may limit the range of perspectives presented in the findings and could impact the overall conclusions.
Overall, while the research provides valuable insights into how professionals understand and perceive professional maturity, it raises the question of what the next steps should be. Moving forward, it would be beneficial for researchers to engage in discussions or workshops that explore the concept more deeply. Additionally, future research could focus on gathering a broader range of perspectives to enhance the findings.
Part 2 – Research ethics and reflection portfolio 
This section of the assignment will focus on research ethics and reflection within Youth Work. It will begin by introducing a research topic, its aim, and the individuals involved in the research. The research will explore different identities and how understanding them can support youth workers in their practice. This is important because a better understanding of these identities can enable youth workers to respond more effectively to young people's needs while also deepening their knowledge.
This section will identify key ethical considerations, including consent, confidentiality, and data protection, as well as the risks associated with conducting research for both the researcher and the participant. It will consider the issues involved in potentially working with vulnerable groups, as well as the dynamics of power within these relationships. Finally, it will conclude with a reflection on the researcher's role and how adhering to ethical standards can influence professional practice.
Research ethics play a vital role in the effective collection of data, especially in Youth Work. One of the main principles is informed consent. This means that all participants must be fully informed and understand what they are involved in, and that they choose to participate. Participants should receive clear, straightforward information and have the right to withdraw at any time without consequences. This approach helps build trust and fosters a good relationship between the researcher and the participant (BERA, 2018).
Confidentiality and data protection are essential principles in conducting research. Participants have the right to know that their information will be kept private and stored securely. Ensuring a high level of data protection and confidentiality reflects ethical research practices and reassures participants that their data is being managed responsibly (Wiles, 2012).
When working with young people, ethical considerations become even more critical due to issues of safeguarding, vulnerability, and the potential for certain topics to trigger emotional responses. This highlights the need for the researcher to be mindful and supportive during the research process. Additionally, it is important to have resources available for support, both for the researcher and participants, if needed (BASW, 2021).
Power dynamics should also be considered while conducting research, as they can influence the findings. For example, an adult working with a young person may affect how the young person responds, potentially leading to a lack of honesty in their answers. Additionally, there is a risk that the research may cause emotional discomfort, which could affect the researcher as well. Therefore, personal safety and the overall quality of the research should be carefully considered. By adhering to the BERA (2018) ethical guidelines, the research can be conducted safely and respectfully. Where relationships are built on trust, it's particularly important that participants feel there is no power imbalance, as they may not respond honestly or feel pressured to give a certain answer. Being aware of this allows the researcher to create an open and relaxed environment, which can lead to meaningful data. 
The proposed research will explore the different types of identities and how Youth Workers understand and respond to them in practice. This topic was chosen based on personal experience: a young person disclosed an unfamiliar identity, and there was uncertainty about how to respond appropriately. This highlighted a potential knowledge gap that warrants further development. 
The aim of this research is to explore the different types of identities youth workers may encounter and how they understand and respond to them. The participants will be secondary school staff, as focusing on staff helps reduce the risk of causing harm or distress to young people. This approach also allows the researcher to conduct the study safely and in a manageable manner.
Data will be collected through informal interviews, which will facilitate a more natural and open discussion. This qualitative approach is suitable for Initial small-scale research and aims to lay the groundwork for future development as more skills and knowledge are gained. This research is important because it can support youth workers in gaining a better understanding of the various types of identity, thereby improving their practice and helping them respond more appropriately to the needs of young people. It can also help build confidence in practice, particularly when youth workers are unsure how to respond in certain situations. This research could identify gaps in knowledge and contribute to future training and development in youth work. By enhancing their understanding of different identities, youth workers may feel more confident in their interactions and responses to young people. This could lead to a more inclusive and supportive environment, which is essential in youth work.
When conducting this research, it is essential to ensure that all ethical considerations are followed. Informed consent will be obtained using clear and simple language to explain the purpose of the research. Participants will be invited to take part voluntarily and in a relaxed environment, such as a wellbeing room within a secondary school. A short, informal interview will be held regarding the research topic. Participants will also be informed that they have the right to withdraw at any time without consequences, an important aspect of ethical practice (BERA, 2018).
Confidentiality will be maintained throughout this research by not collecting names or disclosing any identifiable information, as this is unnecessary for the study. Any information shared during conversations will remain private and confidential. Furthermore, there will be no digital or paper records that could identify individuals. However, if any data were collected, it would be handled in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) to ensure that the information shared is stored securely and accessed only when necessary (UK Government, 2025). Resnik (2018) suggests that upholding confidentiality is essential for building trust and ensuring that participants feel secure when sharing their thoughts and views with the researcher. This principle will be demonstrated in practice during research. 
During this research, the focus will be solely on the staff at a secondary school rather than the young people themselves; however, there are still potential risks. For example, participants may feel uncomfortable discussing certain topics. If this situation arises, the conversation will stop immediately, and no further questions will be asked. It is important to be mindful of participants' body language and tone of voice when discussing topics, to stay alert for signs of discomfort. Ensuring that participants feel equally empowered as the researcher is essential (Flick, 2018). 
The research will be conducted as an open discussion rather than a formal interview. If any sensitive issues arise, they will be addressed professionally and with care. Support will be available through the safeguarding lead or the wellbeing officer. This approach aligns with the school's safeguarding policies, ensuring that any concerns raised during the research are managed appropriately and in accordance with the duty of care. This method ensures that the research is conducted responsibly, prioritising the well-being of all participants.
This assignment has helped the writer develop a better understanding of research, particularly the differences between quantitative and qualitative methods and the importance of ethical research practices. The writer has been introduced to the BERA guidelines and recognises that following them ensures safer, more responsible research practices. This knowledge also supports the development of the writer's own research practice. Furthermore, the writer has discovered that qualitative research suits them best, as it allows a more natural, open approach. However, the writer acknowledges the importance of maintaining a clear researcher role rather than becoming just another participant in the conversation.
One challenge the writer faced was understanding how to structure and apply research methods correctly. However, over time, and through further education on these methods, the writer began to feel more confident in their abilities. The writer recognised a strength during the research assignment: their strong interpersonal skills and real-life Youth Work experience, which enabled them to build rapport and communicate effectively with others.
This assignment will help the writer in their future practice by providing a better understanding of which research methods are suitable and how to use them effectively. As a student youth worker, the writer recognises that their own experiences and values can impact research. They acknowledge that this could influence their research approach; however, they understand the importance of remaining fair and unbiased to ensure successful outcomes. Overall, this assignment has helped the writer build confidence and develop skills that they can carry forward into their future practice.
In conclusion, part two of this assignment has explored the importance of research ethics and reflection within Youth Work. It has outlined a proposed research project focusing on understanding different identities and how youth workers respond to them in practice. Throughout this part of the assessment, careful consideration has been given to issues such as confidentiality, safeguarding, and power dynamics, even when working with adults rather than just young people.
This assessment has also highlighted the significance of reflecting on the researcher’s role and reconsidering how personal experiences and values can influence the research process. Educating ourselves about the BERA guidelines has supported the writer's learning and future development.
Overall, part two of this assessment demonstrates that ethical awareness, careful planning, and reflection are essential for conducting effective research. The skills gained during this assessment have not only been beneficial for academic work but will also enhance future Youth Work practice. Furthermore, the importance of being aware of wider professional responsibilities, including safeguarding and data protection policies, is reinforced. These aspects are crucial when conducting research in a Youth Work setting. Future research could expand on this research by exploring the topic in greater depth and including a wider range of participants. This would provide valuable insights and support the future development of youth work practice. Additionally, this topic could be further developed in the writer's dissertation, as it highlights a clear gap based on personal experiences and represents a significant area of interest for the writer. This research serves as a crucial foundation, enabling further exploration as the writer's skills and knowledge develop.
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