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SJYW5007 - Assessment Component 2
[bookmark: _GoBack]In order to conduct a small-scale participatory research project successfully it is necessary to undertake some key activities before, during and after the project and also to take into account certain important considerations.
One of the author’s intended fieldwork goals for this academic year provides the opportunity for just such a research project with young parents under the age of twenty-five and this assignment will explore in depth and critically consider how best to undertake that research.
Driven by the desire to make best use of our youth centre and to establish it as a more accessible and open centre in the local community, the author has decided to start a daytime session once per week for young parents under the age of twenty-five.   This will run from six months to a year initially.  It was decided to do this partly because of the success of a recently established peer support group for disabled people, and partly because to date the youth centre has only served children and young people aged 10 to 18 and the author wishes to make the centre more inclusive (YWWG, 2018).
Further, it is well established that teenage pregnancy and early motherhood are associated with poor achievement, poverty, social isolation and poorer physical and mental health.  nspcc et al. (2018) estimate that 27% of women suffer perinatal mental health problems each year, and the figure is probably higher amongst young parents. 
As this young parents’ group would be a new initiative it was essential to consider the feasibility of setting up such a group, what the group aimed to achieve and whether young people would wish to engage voluntarily with it (YWWRG, 2018).  Potential costs needed to be considered, as did staffing, resources and health and safety (LSIS, 2012), especially since it is likely that young parents will wish to attend with one or more of their children.
In the earliest stages before any research was conducted with young people, the author was motivated by the knowledge that other young parents’ groups were being run successfully in youth centres elsewhere (such as in Cwmbran) and also from knowledge gleaned from desk-based research, such as:
Our new research shows that the poor outcomes and challenges faced by some teenage parents are also experienced by young people who become parents between the ages of 20 and 25. (Action for Children, 2019)    
The questions behind the project, which would drive the research undertaken with young people were:
1. What is it like to be a young parent in Pembroke in 2019-20?
2. What are the main challenges faced by these young parents?
3. Does providing a weekly social group improve the lives of these young parents?
The next step would be to design a participatory study with young people to gather qualitative data and answers to these questions.  Qualitative data gathering would be more appropriate than quantitative data gathering owing to the relatively small group size and the fact that narrative opinions and feedback would be sought rather than numerical measurements.
It would be possible to collate some quantitative data for analysis, such as the percentage of young parents who feel they have benefitted from attending the weekly group after six months, but the small numbers involved in the study could not lead to findings of sufficient significance for any major conclusions to be drawn from this study on its own.
Tentative steps were taken via social media to reach out to young parents in the area to see if they would be interested in starting a group locally, as there would be no point in taking the project any further if no interest was shown.  Initial feedback was positive and supportive of the idea.
A local school was asked to estimate how many of its youngest children had parents under the age of twenty-five and the response was that it was approximately 40%. 
Gatekeepers such as local Community Connectors and Health Visitors were also approached to ascertain potential numbers of young parents in the area and to confirm that establishing a group would also in their opinion be viable.
When all of this ‘testing the water’ was complete and feasibility was confirmed, further desk-based research could be done and the study could be designed. 
Knowing that one of the wards in the area is in the top 10% of the most deprived in Wales (WIMD, 2019) the author investigated the number of Flying Start postcodes in the area (there are 132) and the availability of other groups for young parents.  It became apparent that although there were a few parent and toddler groups in the wider area, there were only two small weekly groups in the immediate area and both required parents to pay to attend.  It was decided to set up a group on a day and at a time that would not clash with other groups and also that the group would be free of charge to young parents.
In order to establish a group free of charge, basic costings were established and a small grant was applied for.
Very importantly, it was decided that this new group for young parents would be focussed on the parents themselves.  Most local groups, especially Flying Start, are focussed on providing young parents with parenting skills, delivering an ‘intervention’, the aim being to give their children the best possible start in life.   The distinguishing aim for this new young parents’ group would be to focus on the young parents themselves and to try to make a difference for them.  
Thus, at this point, it had been decided who to engage in the social research, why, and also when.  Running the new group in the youth centre was decided as this would be somewhere central, accessible and informal.  It is known that young people often fear professionals and official services:
Young parents and expectant young parents report mixed experiences when it comes to the support they received from GPs, hospital-based midwives and hospital doctors.  Many can feel like they are looked down on and patronised because of their youth.  (Action for Children, 2019)
The youth centre would be more likely to feel safe and welcoming to young parents than a health centre or formal community setting.
The next stage would be to design how to engage the young parents, how to get to know them and establish a level of trust, and how to reach a point of empathy and peer support within the group that would enable the young parents to start to talk about their daily lives, the challenges they face and what might help to improve their situations.
A date will be set for the first group meeting.  Fliers and posters will be designed to advertise the group and social media will be used to promote the weekly sessions inviting all young parents aged twenty-five and under to attend.  It will be very important to encourage as many young parents as possible to participate, as this is the only way to achieve as random a sample of young parents as possible.  If the only young parents who join the group are, for instance, lone parents who are particularly socially isolated, the sample will not be representative of all local young parents.   Similarly, if all the young parents who attend are particularly young (e.g. ages sixteen to eighteen only), then the group sample will be biased.   Factors like this are called ‘confounders’ (Aronson et al., 2018).  They can skew results and lead to unsound conclusions.  The best way to avoid having a confounding bias is to use as random a sample as possible (Aronson et al., 2018) and that is why promoting the group widely will be essential.  
At the first meeting it is planned that group members’ details will be gathered for contact purposes, with the necessary statements needed for GDPR compliance, such as stating that details will be held confidentially and only held on file for as long as they are needed.  The ‘membership’ form will also state a set of ‘ground rules’ or code of conduct, so that those joining the group can feel secure in the knowledge that anything that they share with the group will not be shared outside.   However, the form will also make it clear that if members need help with outside agencies or if they need signposting to other organisations, we will be able to help with this.  
Durham University’s Ethical Principles (2012, p8) indicate that there should be a commitment to ‘communicating clearly using language everyone can understand’ and so it is important that the membership form is created with this in mind.
New members will also be given a single page wellbeing check sheet such as the one shown in Figure 1 (Mind, 2019).   These forms will be completed anonymously and a collective ‘score’ will be established for each statement.  Doing this at the start of the project means that we can establish a benchmark for the group against which we will be able to measure overall changes in wellbeing and hopefully improvements over time.   
[image: ]
Figure 1.  Wellbeing self-assessment (Mind, 2019) 
At this stage, the aim will be to establish a welcoming and informal setting where members can meet over a cup of tea with no further agenda.  The author’s role as researcher will be limited to facilitating the forming of the group.
During the second or third week, a social media group will be established so that members can communicate directly with their group outside of the weekly sessions.  At this point members will also be asked to give (or deny) their written consent for photographs to be shared on social media.  The social media group will provide an automatic data store for the ideas and views of the group as they start to share these.     
The plan is to allow the group to become a self-managing peer support group, to listen to their ideas about what activities (if any) they would like to do when they meet, to facilitate these and to observe the interactions between group members.
As soon as the researcher feels that the time is right to start to introduce specific questions to the group, to address the research aims, the group will be informed that their views are being gathered for research purposes, that these views will be recorded but anonymised, and that since this is purely an academic exercise, nothing will be published in the public domain, although findings (such as commonalities of opinion) will be shared with the group if they are interested.  Members will be asked to provide their written informed consent to participation.
When a specific question is to be raised, the researcher will formulate this on paper and issue a simple one-page questionnaire to members for completion.  In this way all members will be completing a standardised form.  An example of this might be that the young parents are asked to indicate which three of the following are of most concern to them right now:
Housing		Own baby/child(ren)		Social Life		Money/Benefits
Close family  		Social Services			Healthcare		Education/Qual.s
Partner		Own mental health		Work/Unemployment			
It will be important to note whether participants are able to complete the questionnaire themselves or whether they will need help to read it.  Peer support will be encouraged here if it is needed.
It is envisaged that this type of very short questionnaire will be issued once per month at most for a maximum period of six months.  At other weekly sessions members will also be asked to provide their written feedback on the group sessions, what works well and what could be better.  This type of direct feedback from participants will be needed to inform funders regarding the success of the group.
At three-month intervals, members of the group will be asked to complete another wellbeing check sheet.  If the group wishes to discuss how their wellbeing has changed over the last three months, this will be encouraged.
At the end of six months of the group running on a weekly basis, qualitative data gathered will be organised into categories such as those given for the example questionnaire earlier and analysed for patterns.  If sufficiently significant patterns emerge, these results will be triangulated with other recent research to validate findings and recommendations will be drawn up.  However, it may be decided at this point that a further three-month period is required to gather further wellbeing ‘journey’ data, depending on the amount of data collecte so far.  
In designing this study, the author did consider the potential use of a control group (i.e. a group of young people of the same age range who are not parents), but it was decided that since the primary purpose of the study was to gather qualitative data from young parents, and to evaluate the impact of their new social group,  this was not necessary.
With regard to the ethics of this proposed study, the establishment of the new group for young parents in our area is done in the spirit of core values in youth work: equality and inclusion, participation and empowerment, expression and potentially also education through peer support (YWWRG, 2018).
Engagement of young people with the project will be completely voluntary, and it is not considered that the provision of teas, coffees and biscuits is unethical in any way.
The author as researcher has no particular bias or conflict of interest that might influence the outcomes of the study.  The purpose of the study is to extend social inclusion to a wider number of young people in the local area and to validate the need for a social group and setting for young people who are parents.  It is hoped that the group will be successful and supportive and that young parents will benefit from a wider social circle and the support of their peers.  The author’s sister was a teenage mother, having been pregnant at seventeen and giving birth on her own eighteenth birthday, and so the author has some experience of the challenges faced by young parents, but the author has also seen how young parents can go on to be very successful in raising their family, in studying later in life and in entering the world of work and so can offer useful insights and help to raise aspiration if this were ever needed.  
It is intended that over a period of time the group of young parents will be given the opportunity to participate in a range of activities.  These might include cooking and baking, playing sports or games, and so on.
If the group is sufficiently well established and peer support is strong, participants will be encouraged to make a short video about their experiences in the group, recording what it is like for them to be young parents and how having a local peer support network has helped them.  This is another type of data gathering that, because it is creative, expressive and fun, might draw out additional opinions and feedback from the group.  It could be used to promote the group and to celebrate the achievements of the young parents who have participated.  It would also be an excellent tool for securing further funding to keep the group going.  Of course, publication of the video would require explicit consent from all who choose to participate.      
When the project comes to an end, or when a significant milestone is reached, for instance after one year, it will be useful to review the research questions and the findings.   The quality of the study could be assessed using Wallace et al.’s twelve criteria (2004).  These ask questions about the clarity of the research questions, the sample size and the validity of findings.  Further, it would be appropriate to ask someone unconnected to the project to undertake this review, so that the evaluation is as objective as possible.
To summarise, the steps that need to be taken to undertake a social research project such as this successfully include:
· Making the decision to evaluate the new initiative
· Evaluating the feasibility of the initiative
· Conducting desk-based and community research
· Establishing the research questions
· Designing the study – who to involve, how to engage them, when and where
· Taking into account policies (e.g. Health & Safety, GDPR), procedures (e.g. safe storage of personal data and ethical considerations (e.g. incentives)
· Planning the project and study over a timeline
· Planning to evaluate the study at the end of the project. 
In conclusion, it is considered that this will be a small but worthwhile study.  In their 2017 Wellbeing Assessment, Pembrokeshire County Council state that ‘Socialising is important for young people’s wellbeing’ and this proposed study offers a simple but effective way of gathering data directly from young people who are parents to confirm the value of providing them with a social setting and peer support.     
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Below are some statements about feelings and thoughts. You do not have
to answer them, but answering them will help us better understand how
we can improve the lives of the people who take part. Please tick the box
that best describes your experience of each over the last two weeks.
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I've been feeling optimistic
about the future

I've been feeling useful

I've been feeling relaxed

T've been dealing with
problems well

I've been thinking clearly

Tve been feeling close to
other people

I've been able to make up
‘my own mind about things
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