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Action Research Project ECPT6009: Exploration of teaching youth work in the digital age whilst Covid-19 restrictions still impact teaching approaches. 


Introduction
Within this action research project, there will be an exploration around teaching youth work in the digital age, whilst Covid-19 restrictions are impacting teaching approaches within education. 
Although restrictions are being lifted across Wales, it is my interest in exploring how these restrictions are impacting teaching approaches to practical subjects with a large amount of face-to-face and placement learning. Specifically, I am interested in how teaching youth work is impacted, and the affect this will have on supporting trainee youth workers to engage with young people in the current climate. 
Youth work has, for many years, been largely carried out on a face-to-face basis, engaging with young people aged 11-25 years on a voluntary basis (Welsh Government, 2019). Therefore, it is important that every trainee youth worker is supported with the correct tool to enable and empower the young people that they work with to reach their full potential, in line with the Principles and Purposes of Youth Work (Youth Work in Wales Review Group (2018). It is important for trainee youth workers to have time with young people to be able to learn and apply these skills. 
The Covid-19 pandemic has had a worldwide impact, causing mass disruption and adjustments to everyday life, including education. With Higher Education (HE) institutions delivering their courses entirely online during the pandemic, now the lockdown restrictions are beginning to ease, I would like to explore the affect it has on teaching trainee youth workers, or whether within this digital age, youth workers are now having to adjust their approaches along with that of the teaching being delivered. 
My research aim is to discover how best trainee youth workers can be supported with their education through the response to the pandemic. 
It is my aim to answer the following questions from my research: 
· How has teaching youth work been impacted by the pandemic?
· Has the art of youth work been forced to adapt due to the digital approach?
· What is the best way to support trainee youth workers with their training through this time of complex change?

Methodology
Action research is the methodology for this piece of research. Action research has been explored by McNiff (2017) as a practical form of research which is an enquiry enabling others to evaluate and investigate current practice, which could be viewed to benefit future work within the field, by the enquiry of questions and is qualitative in nature (Bradbury, 2015). In this instance the researcher has chosen to use autoethnography as the method of the research. Autoethnography is explored by McNiff (2017) as a first person account, which can also be referred to as self-study. 
Primary data could be a beneficial method of data collection within the research, due to being able to ask participants questions via methods such as questionnaires and focus groups (Forster and Eperjesi, 2021). However, the researcher wanted to be realistic with the possible challenges that they could face. Time constraints are often an issue to carrying out the research (McAteer, 2013); applying for ethical approval from the institution prior to carrying out primary research can also add to this. Therefore, the rationale for using autoethnography is that the researcher can use their experiences to reflect upon, rather than having participant involvement. 
Using action research provides many opportunities for practitioners and other individuals to carry out research; it is inclusive in its approach as it can be conducted in numerous settings, without the need for specific knowledge and equipment to carry it out (McNiff, 2017). 
As mentioned by Forester and Eperjesi (2021) each type of research can be underpinned with different thinking in terms of how we have the knowledge that we do. Therefore, it is important to explore what paradigm will be used in relation to the ontology, epistemology, and methodology. In this instance, the researcher will be taking subjectivist and interpretive paradigm to the research; there will be a more pragmatic approach to the ontology and epistemology, however the methodology will be an interpretivist paradigm.   
The researcher also feels that it is important to acknowledge their bias within the research due to being a qualified youth worker. 
In summary, the researcher will be using action research to explore the teaching of youth work in the digital age whilst Covid-19 restrictions still impact teaching approaches. An autoethnography will be used as the form of qualitative data collection and explored via a discussion, with the intension of answering the research aim and questions set out within the introduction. Due to using an autoethnography in this instance, there will be no need to seek ethical approval from the institution. 


Literature Review
[bookmark: _Hlk98342276][bookmark: _Hlk98531834]Exploring the literature surrounding the topic of the action research project, firstly it is important to have some background of youth work. Youth work is a method of informal and/or non-formal education working with young people aged 11-25 years who engage on a voluntary basis (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2018). Youth work has a long history of working with young people in a number of different settings, engaging with a young person wherever they may be (Beck and Purcell, 2010). 
Much its training, youth work itself has had to adapt during the pandemic to be delivered in other methods, such as online. In this instance, youth workers could use reflective practice to ensure they are learning new skills and adapting current ones to ensure best practice within the field. Berson and Berson (2010) notes that there is a need for digital literacy for children and young people, which could support the notion that the 21st century skillset is needed for trainee youth workers to currently engage within the new form of online learning within education as the response to the Covid-19 pandemic. 
Fulton (2014) further explores how online learning, referred to as flipped learning, can benefit the 21st century skillset, as they can adapt new skills into their skillset as an enhancement to their knowledge, rather than a replacement of current skills. Due to Fulton (2014) exploring this concept prior to the pandemic, this could indicate that there was already a need to support learners with expanding their skillsets prior to the educational approach of online learning as a response to the pandemic. 
Although the recent global pandemic has caused a surge in online learning, education institutions have had the opportunity to incorporate blended learning approaches into teaching whilst the relaxation of lockdown regulations has developed. The use of digital platforms such as Microsoft Teams (MS Teams) and Google Classroom as just two examples, has given learners the opportunity to attended sessions remotely. However, Moodle is an example of Virtual Learning Environments (VLE) which have been used within education for a number of years, not just due to the recent emergency changes to session delivery as discussed by Petty (2014).
[bookmark: _Hlk98513186]The use of online learning platforms such as MS Teams during the pandemic have been proven to work effectively in some instances (Nathalia Wea and Dua Kuki, 2020), although it could be argued that its ability to be affective could be dependent upon course specifics. In this instance, youth work is a practical subject, involving regular engagement through group work and activity based work, including placement. 
[bookmark: _Hlk98512112]Behaviourist approaches to education could be explored in this instance in response to the learning style being applied within online learning. Sutherland (1992) suggests that programmed learning and the behaviourist model are often linked. Using an online approach to training, it could be viewed that the skills that trainee youth workers needed to enhance, could not be done to their full potential without the face-to-face experiences post lockdowns. Educators Wales (2022) mentions that some parts of a youth workers role include to build trust, alongside providing support and information. It could be argued that for a youth worker to be able to for fill their role in enabling and supporting young people with their future, they also must obtain soft skills. 
Whilst Covid-19 restrictions start to ease, the approach of blended learning has been adopted across institutions as the method of course delivery; blended has been viewed by Garrison and Vaughan (2008) as a way of an updated approach to course design and delivery, which includes the opportunity for enhancement including technology. However, it could still be viewed that in terms of using digital technology as an enhancement to student learning, it potentially may not be as relevant to youth work due to the behaviourist stance that it obtains.mm 8 
Succi and Canovi (2020) also acknowledge within their research that both students and employers have an increased the emphasis upon soft skills; in turn, it could be recognised that there should be a higher emphasis on the development of these skills within education settings to prepare for the world of work. Dean and East (2019) further the importance of the need for soft skills within employment, also discussing the importance of emotional intelligence. 
Bandura (1977) explores social learning theory and specifically in this instance, the learning through social modelling. Learning through social modelling could be a method for youth workers to provide support to young people; as also mentioned by Bandura (1977), through observing others, an individual can form ideas for new behaviours. Therefore, in terms of supporting youth workers in training, it could be noted that an in-person approach could be more beneficial than that of online engagement in this instance due to the nature of the observational learning. Using an online approach to learn through social modelling would be challenging as they would not be in front of the learner to pick up on social ques and body language.
Vygotsky (1978) theory surrounding the significant other could be viewed in favour of in-person approaches to education, as he explores how learning from peers can have a benefit to an individuals’ learning experience. However, this approach could be viewed as adaptable in terms of online learning methods and could be engaged in via groupwork within applications such as Teams Breakout rooms (Microsoft, 2022). This gives the students the ability to discuss and explore ideas together, although it may be viewed to remove the soft skills that can be developed via in-person lectures. Vygotsky (1978) significant other theory links to experiential processes such as group work and expression discussion. Kumpulainen and Wray (2002) also second this notion of the sociocultural perspective, recognising that the knowledgeable others within social situations can support learners, by a creating through action. 
Experiential learning can often be linked with youth work due to the informal and/or non-formal approach that youth work entails; typically, this form of learning in a youth work capacity would be carried out in an outdoor learning setting (Batsleer, 2008). However, Beard and Wilson (2013) suggest that learning through experience gives an opportunity for reflecting and thinking whether that be individually or in a group capacity. Within a youth worker’s training, trainees will undergo many voluntary hours within practice, in several different youth work settings which could be indicated as being an important part of their learning, being carried out in person; therefore, it could be argued as to whether this could be effectively carried out via online sources.
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (McLeod, 2020) is also relevant to the education of the trainee youth workers, as to be able to for them to effectively support the young people they are working with, they need to initially be able to have their own needs met. In turn, this could indicate that the youth work practice could be more effective from having the skillset needed. Although, it could be argued that part of the new 21st century skillset is digital literacy (Stanley, 2016); therefore, through educating trainee youth workers via online learning it could enhance their digital abilities.   
Through the Covid-19 pandemic, youth workers could not reach a number of young people through the lockdowns in person, therefore had to digitally communicate as an alternative. As a response to this, the Joint ETS for Youth Work (2020) produced written guidance to support youth workers, trainees and educators during this period with an understanding and a practical approach in response to the crisis. There has been a drive to support youth work practice digitally within Europe (European Commission, 2018), which explores the possibilities of digital youth work. However, in its traditional form, youth work supports young people in their own spaces, and works with young people wherever they are (Wood, Westwood and Thompson, 2015).  Therefore, it could be argued that youth work has had a need to access young people via digital methods as more young people are engaging online now, alongside a rise in their use of technology (Welsh Government, 2018). It could be viewed that there is a new need for a different kind of youth work to be applied, and that there is a potential need for digital youth work to engage more young people. 
In summary, from exploring the literature surrounding the topic, it can be argued that there is a relevance to having online learning, and it can work effectively (Nathalia Wea and Dua Kuki, 2020) however this is not the same for all learners (Mylona and Jenkins, 2021). However, when exploring teaching the profession of youth work, it can also be argued that there is not the ability to teach and learn soft skills digitally, as social ques and emotional intelligence cannot be identified without face-to-face engagement in order for youth workers to have a widened skillset (Wood, Westwood and Thompson, 2015). Although there is evidence to suggest that learning online during the lockdown was beneficial (Nathalia Wea and Dua Kuki, 2020), there  currently appears to be a gap in research to suggest how learners can be best supported in terms of their development during the transitional period through the release of restrictions. Therefore, I hope from exploring this research from an autoethnography perspective, the author can provide discussion and an exploration around these issues.

Autoethnography
My experiences of youth work involved a great deal of face-to-face work and experiencing endless numbers of engagement opportunities with young people. As a youth work student, I carried out over 500 hours total across the degree programme, within three different placement settings. When on placement and working with young people, it was my opportunity to engage with putting the classroom based theory into practice. I was able to align my time spent learning theory and best practice, to learn through the application process; this is something I found myself often actively reflecting upon. Within the classroom, I often found myself learning from my peers and their experiences of contextualisation within practice. Being in a vast group of placement and work settings, I often made notes on how a certain theory may have looked if I had favoured that, over my chosen method. 
Whilst Covid-19 restrictions have been in place, my experience of teaching has been a blended learning approach. I found the concept of a blended learning approach difficult in terms of ensuring that the learners were able to engage with the tasks, and each other, whilst ensuring they were able to gain the skills needed to work with young people. During the theory based sessions, I often found myself using the online weekly sessions to deliver these. However, when I needed to deliver a more practical based session online, I found that I may have had to adapt the session for a more online friendly approach for the students to be able to engage effectively with the tasks. An example of this would be that the groupwork would be carried on via MS Teams Breakout room function, rather than the use of in-person groupwork that would have been used in a campus based setting. There were challenges to the online learning aspect of blended learning also. These challenges often included various forms of technical issues which made the learning harder to access in some instances. 
As a current student myself, I have experienced the impact Covid-19 restrictions from a learner’s perspective. During this period of study, I have found the blended leaning approach often hard to navigate. Prior to my recent studies, I had only experienced the on campus approach with face-to-face lectures. Therefore, when I first experienced the online learning platform, MS Teams for lectures, I was unsure of the process. Although I found the learning platform easy to navigate, I also felt there was a lot more that the platform could offer in terms of my learning if I was more knowledgeable on the features. I also found groupwork a harder experience online, as without the use of my emotional intelligence to gauge the room, I was unsure of other learners’ viewpoints, and it seemed easier to miss social ques with the online delays. Alongside this, having the option for cameras often meant I was talking to a picture rather than a person, which made me feel far more detached from the groupwork process. 
Combining my overall experiences of both teaching and learning during this period, I have found that adaptation has been key to blended learning. Although some tasks I have deemed to be more difficult to complete online, I feel that the skillset I have achieved has changed from that which a face-to-face task would have provided. Therefore, I feel that potentially my overall skillset through this form of engagement may look different compared to that of a solely campus based learning environment engaging regularly with my peers. 
Discussion
Within the autoethnography, there has been several challenges identified and conflicting viewpoints on the benefits of online learning. Face-to-face opportunities within the course have been said to benefit the learners’ knowledge and ability to apply theory to their practice. Placement opportunities would be a way to support learning to occur due to the experiential learning taking place; this would form a bridging gap in students learning between the learnt theory within the classroom and practice taking place (Beard and Wilson, 2013).
It was also noted that there was an opportunity within the classroom based setting to learn from other students and their experiences, which may not have been as possible if opportunities were not given. This point would also link to Vygotsky (1978) theory of learning from the significant other. Having this opportunity to engage has been viewed as an enhancement to learning within the youth work practice, and with the challenges which online learning could bring to groupwork, it could appear that the in-person approach is more beneficial in this instance. 
Blended learning has been used as the example of learning during the release of current restrictions. Although, it has been noted that there are challenges to the engagement of lectures digitally. Due to youth work being an informal and/or non-formal method of education (Batsleer, 2008), it could be viewed that the method of online learning, of which has a behaviourist model (Jarvis, Holford and Griffin, 2003) does not match the methods that are being taught within the approach. 
It could also be argued that youth workers by nature, group work, network and engage regularly with other professionals, organisations as well as young people (Wood, Westwood and Thompson, 2015); therefore, to be able to mirror the response within practice there needs to be opportunities for trainee youth workers to regularly engage with other individuals which could be facilitated within classroom based settings and group engagement. 
Youth workers and informal educators are often interchangeably used terms to describe the role (Batsleer, 2008), however both are under the bracket of education, therefore youth workers are being taught to be educators through applying theories to practical skills in order to enhance their skillsets. However, it needs to be considered as to whether the online learning style is best suited to all courses across institutions, or whether this is impacting the type of skills being developed. Evidence suggests that the method of online learning has benefitted learners through the Covid-19 lockdowns (Nathalia Wea and Dua Kuki, 2020), however the more blended approach to learning and/or reverting back to ‘traditional’ on campus face-to-face approach to teaching could be viewed as the most beneficial in terms of practical courses such as these to benefit their learning from both other individuals and through social modelling by regularly engaging with likeminded peers (Bandura, 1977; Vygotsky, 1978).
To support the challenges that young people face in contemporary society the sector is constantly adapting in the response to change (Alldred et al. 2018). Therefore, it is important to recognise that trainee youth workers will need to be kept current and ensure that they have the tools to be professionally qualified to engage with young people effectively (Welsh Government, 2019). Furthermore, to ensure that students are being exposed to current thinking around social issues impacting young people, training sessions, and visiting lecturers could be used as examples to support this. These would be methods of ensuring trainees are actively enhancing their own Continued Professional Development (CPD).
[bookmark: _Hlk98495306]There have been several links made throughout the autoethnography in relation to the use of soft skills, and the trainee youth workers having a need to enhance these to support the young people they are working with effectively. It has been noted by Curran, Harrison and Mackinnon (2013) that there has been a significant shift in services being provided, alongside an expansion in the work being carried out with young people, therefore the education and training provided to the trainee youth workers will need to be relevant and current to the issues being faced by young people in today’s society; of which they will often work in line with Government guidance (Welsh Government, 2022). 
By supporting the trainee youth workers to keep current within their practice, it also needs to be acknowledged that digital youth work has been used to support young people through the Covid-19 pandemic during the lockdowns; Joint ETS for Youth Work (2020) produced written guidance to support with understanding of how to apply the digital approach in response of the crisis. Therefore, it could be deemed that youth workers will need to have digital literacy to be able to support via a digital approach if the role in future were to require it.
Also, the youth workers will need to understand the current issues faced by young people, such as the need for mental health and wellbeing support (Alma Economics, 2021) due to the current climate and Covid-19’s impact on the economy. Adapting to the needs of young people, the role of a youth worker may change to provide the best support. Furthermore, it could be argued that the trainee youth workers must have the ability to learn from their experiences provided within their training from the institution and from placement opportunities to form a well-rounded youth worker with a vast skillset (Emslie, 2009). It could also be found that it is key to be reflective in the role, as youth workers often come across challenging situations, therefore a strong relationship between their theory and practice could benefit their learning experiences through the integration (Thompson and Thompson, 2018). 

Conclusion
Throughout the action research project, there have been several themes appearing to answer the initial questions set out within the introduction including blended learning, social learning theories and youth works key principles for engagement. 
There have been clear examples identified within the literature review of the ways in which the teaching within education has been impacted with change due to the Covid-19 pandemic (Nathalia Wea and Dua Kuki, 2020; Mylona and Jenkins, 2021). From the autoethnography and discussion based around the researcher’s experiences, it could be viewed that the blended approach to learning is a compromise during the current Covid-19 easing of restrictions. However, in learning that young people can be supported online, and are spending more of their time digitally (ETS for Youth Work, 2020; European Commission, 2018), youth work practice may need to adjust permanently to a blended approach also, which would mean youth work training also would need adjustments to include more digital practice to mirror the support. 
Although, through learning from each other’s experiences, and through experiential learning within lectures and on placement, trainee youth work students can learn and apply theories, through forms of social modelling and interacting with each other face-to-face (Bandura, 1977; Kumpulainen and Wray, 2002; Vygotsky, 1978). In turn, this could provide them with the rounded skillset a youth worker needs to be able to support the young people they work with (Emslie, 2009).
In conclusion, if I was to carry out further research on the topic, I would ensure that I have more time to explore the collection of primary data from participants involved in youth work training and from youth work students to explore how they feel it has impacted them specifically. I would also be interested in establishing a broader viewpoint on whether the young people that the trainee youth workers are supporting have a different view to an online approach to youth work, and how they feel youth workers can best support them. 
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