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Learning for Life: a critical analysis of the evidence for which education in Wales prepares children and young people for a good life in a rapidly changing global context.   

Are our education systems preparing our future generations for life beyond the classroom or are they prisoners in an outdated system that is not equipped for the ever-changing world we live in. The schooling system as we know it could be the downfall for generations to come, if this is apparent how will any of them ever achieve a ‘good life’.  
The focus of this assignment will be centred around a critical evaluation of education systems in Wales. The writer will focus on three major themes throughout the main body of work, education, preparation for a good life and the rapidly changing global context. Throughout the document the writer will refer to policies the government are putting in place to support children and young people’s mental health through education, such as, Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and Suicide and Self Harm Prevention Strategy (Wales 2015-2020).  Marks et al (2006) suggests that if a student comes from a more affluent family and attends a school that has a high proportion of affluent students, they are likely to attain a higher level of academic performance. However, the writer would argue that this is not the case for every individual. The classroom environment does not suit all children or young person’s learning needs. The writer has decided to look at informal education within Wales, looking deeper at catering to different learning styles, allowing young people to develop practical skills for their future and the links to benefiting their health and well-being. The writer will discuss the variety of informal education in wales, whether that be within the formal education setting or outside. Whilst doing so comparing the positive and negatives of this form of education for young people. As informal educators are, we are preparing young people with the valuable life skills that will allow them to succeed in future life, in turn will this bolster their chances of a ‘good life’.
‘Forms of learning that are intentional or deliberate but are not institutionalized. They are less organized and structured than either formal or non-formal education. Informal learning may include learning activities that occur in the family, in the work place, in the local community, and in daily life, on a self-directed, family-directed or socially-directed basis’ 
(UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2019) 

Youth work is about allowing young people to think about themselves and their life. Who they are as human beings and what their contribution can be to society? All stemming from giving them positive boosts and letting them know that they are valuable human beings. The main purpose is seeking to influence young people’s level of self-esteem, motivation and confidence. This can mean helping them to mange their anger and frustration and increase one’s ability to effect meaningful changes in their lives. Youth work is all about empowerment, supporting young people to increase their confidence in expressing themselves, their desires, their needs and fulfilments. Giving them the opportunity to communicate with other people while making constructive decisions but considering the different options available and the possible consequences (Young, 1999). The definition presented shows the principles of youth workers as educators differ from the likes of teachers, sports coaches and the like. As their roles are normally solely based on getting results, the role of the youth worker is more holistic with their approach. With the hope of boosting the young people’s self-esteem, self-worth and making them realise that they are a valued member of society. The hope is that with these boosts regarding their well-being the young people can go forth and achieve.  (Smith, 1988) believes practitioners should set out to enable individuals to autonomously pursue their own well-being. In particular, they should seek to enlarge young people’s understanding of their own well-being so that they may weigh their own needs with those of others, help them to display civic courage, and enable them to gain knowledge, skills and is disposition necessary to think and act politically.
The role of a youth worker is engaging young people with non-formal and informal educational techniques, these are conducted in a manor that follow a set of principles. Youth work is based on a voluntary engagement with young people. They should feel empowered as partners in the process and the opportunities the youth organisations provide. Fundamentally youth work is based on equality and inclusion. Work is conducted through an informal and non-formal approach. An informal activity seizes opportunities that are not necessarily planned. While non-formal activities provide planned opportunities, which lie outside formal systems such as school-based education. The identification of youth work as a partnership with young people outside formal or legal requirements is an important element in securing the voluntary engagement of young people. Its core importance is to provide safe environments for young people and supporting the development of young people’s well-being.

Youth work has a value base which is grounded in respect for young people and in the principles of inclusion and equal opportunity. Through its voluntary relationship with young people it offers opportunities for learning that are divided into five pillars, these include: Educative- allowing young people to gain the skills, knowledge, attitudes and values for personal development. Participative, supporting young people to become partners and share responsibility for their learning process. Express, this allows young people to express their understanding of their ideas, emotions, aspirations through a range of creative and often challenging opportunities. Inclusive, helping young people to understand positive attitudes and behaviour related to social, cultural and diversity. The languages of themselves and others, citizenship and respecting the choices of other people. Finally, empowering, this equips them with the skills to exercise their rights. These may include, supporting young people to carry out their responsibilities as citizens to their communities. 

Youth workers are educators, whether this takes place in a community youth club, on the streets or supporting formal education in schools. The National Strategy for Youth Work in Wales (2014-18) acknowledges the important contribution that high quality youth work can make to young people achieving their full potential in school, whilst identifying a need to strengthen the strategic partnership between youth services and formal education. The bridge between informal education (youth work) and formal education is somewhat uncompleted currently, though steps are being made to bridge this gap. Youth workers are brought into a formal education setting to help conduct pastoral work. The idea behind this practice is to offer support to venerable young people who need help managing their emotions. Projects like this can often be described as ‘nurturing projects’, the youth worker will come into the school setting and help young people access other forms of education that help their learning process while supporting their emotional needs and teaching them life skills in the process, e.g. conflict resolution, communication and stress management. The hope is that they can learn to cope better in classroom and in the wider world. Muldoon et al (2000) states that disruptive pupils do nothing to enhance a school’s placement on league tables, and parents tend to send their children to schools that have good examination results. Porter (2000) says that when there is a disruption in a classroom the offending students are to blame. There is something wrong with them, and the job then becomes one of diagnosing the ‘personal deficiency’. The writer believes that though the above statement has some truth regarding parents wanting to send their children to a good school, we can not brand young people who are disturbing lessons with having a ‘personal deficiency’. The role of the youth worker within the school is to help young people who may be disengaging, figuring out what learning style works for everyone, so they still have the opportunity to flourish. There are a lot of ways youth workers can offer pastoral support in a school. Much will depend on the how much the school welcomes outside agencies, the workers relationship with the school, and of course, your experience and ability in delivering the support. There are a huge number of ways to give input, some involving occasional visits, some where you may be working in the school several days a week or more. Some schools treat long term schools’ workers as ‘members of staff’ and may even provide offices and other administrative support. School based youth workers also have the advantage of not being as closely tied to the school working day. They may be able to visit students, with the relevant permission, after school or during the evening. If a student is truanting, it may be easier for a school’s worker to leave the school site and check on some known ‘hang outs’. This kind of flexibility can be a significant advantage to the school and makes their input even more valuable. From the writer’s personal experience of being a school-based youth worker, they felt that generally they were a respected member of staff. The young people that they engaged with all felt that they had benefited, be this learning new life skills or learning to deal with their emotions more appropriately. Said feedback from the young people had been passed on to senior members of staff and they were impressed with the work that was being done with the young people, noticing a notable difference in their emotional skills and overall well-being. Though there may be plenty of positive outcomes for pastoral youth work within a formal education setting, like any other form of education it comes with its negative aspects also. Informal and formal education have their different values and morals, these differing outlooks can sometimes come to head. Though schools report that pupils benefit from a different, less formal relationship with youth workers in school, there are always concerns raised about the culture clash when it comes to discipline. There has always been an expectation in schools that pupils will conform to certain standards of acceptable behaviour, and clear sanctions in place if they don’t. The different style of engagement used by youth workers can mean there is a gap between ‘school rules’ and the flexible ‘ground rules’ more usually agreed with young people in a youth work environment. This can cause friction between some teachers and youth workers perceiving this as having two sets of rules, the ‘nice’ and the ‘nasty’ that they think widens the gap between pupils and school, rather than encouraging participation. From the writer’s personal experience of working as a school-based youth worker they were made aware of this miscommunication of values between themselves and teachers from early on. Overall, the teachers understood the role of youth worker, but there was a handful that could not comprehend what the purpose of the youth worker was. The differs in beliefs often led to a lack a respect from these certain teachers, notably these were older teachers who had been in the profession for a long time and seemed reluctant to change their opinions on how the education system shall be ran. Funding cuts happening to youth services are having a negative effect on youth work in schools. This has a knock-on effect of damaging trust built with young people, families and communities as well as impacting negatively on timetables in schools and reducing teaching capacity. The sense of continuity is an important part of the partnership between youth workers and schools. Schools have expressed concerns that a restructure of youth services may leave pastoral support, which is seen as vital to the education and wellbeing of pupils, vulnerable to change. Financial instability is also threatening the delivery of accredited programmes run by youth workers in schools. In some of the most extreme cases it is preventing young people completing qualification’s, leaving pupils, parents and schools disappointed and let down. The inability to commit to anything longer than short term projects because of uncertain budgets cuts is leading to the reinforcement of negative stereotypes about youth workers and reigniting old tensions as schools need far more notice than is currently given if provision is to be changed or withdrawn. This is particularly affecting the morale of lead teachers and youth workers in schools, some whom have spent several years getting teaching staff and senior management teams onboard and aware of the potential for positive outcomes. 
Youth work can be found in a variety of settings outside the school environment. A common use of youth work is detached and outreach work, though similar they still hold their differences. The purpose of detached youth work to cater to where young people are at geographically and developmentally; this is done without a building. Delivering informal and social education, which addresses the needs that are presented to or perceived by the youth worker. Due to the fact that the youth workers have no building to work from or an activity which they have control over, the relationship between young person and youth worker is completely voluntary and constantly up for negotiation.

While outreach work also takes place on a young person’s territory, supporting and complimenting new and existing projects. The primary objective is to inform the young people of services that exist in their local area, encouraging them to use such services. Outreach workers may also seek to identify, through consultation with young people, gaps that may exist in services aimed at meeting their needs. 

Both outreach and detached youth workers have the same principles. Their aims should aim to be an agent of social change and social action rather the social control. Through dialogue and negotiation, they must challenge young people attitudes and behaviour where they impact negatively on themselves and others around them. Workers must respect the voluntary nature of the relationship between young people and worker. Supporting meaningful participation of young people in political decision-making process, ensuring their voices are heard.  The support of progressive personal development of all young people towards self-advocacy through learning. 


‘What working with young people in an outreach situation needs are sustained, long-term, work. You need time to engage the young people, get their trust and get to know them, what makes them sick and then to actually alter, or try influence, their behaviour and activities, and you don’t do that by jumping around from area to area’
(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2004)

Every form of education has its downfalls, outreach work falls into the bracket also. Due to the nature of the work its flaws can be detrimental on the success of the work. The most obvious flaw would be due to disengaged young people. It is a voluntary relationship between worker and young person, if the young people to not trust or can’t relate to where the worker is coming from then the work will break down at the first hurdle. The ever-changing social climate can impact the work also. Young people are spending more time at home, choosing to socialise online rather than human interaction. In short, if there are no young people to work with then this form of work is completely redundant. A major negative impact on this form of work can be the worker themselves. If the worker has the wrong approach with young people, they are more likely to be standoffish. A worker has to be aware of their not only their language but their body language also. Workers should make effort to relate to the young people on a personal level. Doing so would help build a relationship rather than tarnish any opportunity to do so.  The writer’s personal experiences with outreach work was not successful. The area that the work was taking place in didn’t have a wide community of young people. When young people were approached the worker that the writer was working alongside with had the wrong attitude. In retrospect, more research should have been taken out before going out and attempting to the work. 

The education system in Wales is a duplicate of the structure set up in England, with maintained schools (most state schools) following the National Curriculum. However, since the 2011/2012 school year, the curriculum for Key Stage 1 has been replaced in Wales by the ‘Foundation Phase’ for all three to seven-year-olds. The age of a child on 1st September determines when they need to start primary school. During the Foundation Phase, children are encouraged to be creative and imaginative and learn by taking part in practical activities instead of working through exercises in textbooks. Welsh education can be seen as slightly biased and not very broad. Take the subject of history, for example, Welsh schools are given discretion on exactly what to teach in history within the curriculum. Although they’re encouraged to focus on historical figures and events from their local area and around Wales in the first instance, they’re also free to include topics involving Britain as a while. “Education systems within capitalist societies are a form of ‘ideological state apparatus’ designed as a means of social control” (Althusser, 1971 cited in Pollard et al, 2008). This new curriculum in Wales is in the process of development with the hope of it being introduced in school classrooms from nursery to Year 7 in 2022, rolling into Year 8 in 2023, Year 9 in 2024, Year 10 in 2025 and Year 11 in 2026. All schools will have access the final curriculum from 2020, to allow them to move towards full roll-out in 2022. 
“Schools are broken down into houses, the school day into a timetable and a curriculum (a serial space of serial knowledges) and into specialist locations; pupil movements are broken down within and into lessons, they are allocated to seats, organised onto tables or in rows, labelled, tested, measured and calculated by the techniques of examination”
 (Ball, 2013, p46 cited in Aubrey and Riley, 2017). 

Schools introduced PSE (Personal Social Education) at the turn of the millennium. The PSE provision for 7 to 19-year-olds builds upon the Personal and Social Development, Well-Being and Cultural Diversity Area of Learning in the Foundation Phase framework for children’s learning for 3 to 7-year-olds in Wales and progresses into the 14–19 Learning Core components that relate to PSE such as Personal, Social, Sustainability and Health Matters, Attitudes and Values, and Community Participation (Department for Children, Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2008).  The idea behind PSE is to prepare learners to be personally and socially effective by providing learning experiences in which they can develop and apply skills, explore personal attitudes and values, and acquire appropriate knowledge and understanding. PSE aims specially to develop a learner’s self-esteem and a sense of personal responsibility. The hope to allow young people to foster positive attitudes and behaviour towards the principles of sustainable development and global citizenship. The period of life young people is going through while being taught PSE will involve challenges, choices, responsibilities of work and adult life, the subject is put in place to help combat said issues. To promote self-respect, respect for others and celebrate diversity. This in turn covers equipping learners to live a safe and healthy life. The hope to empower young people to participate in their schools and communities as active responsible citizens locally, nationally and globally. A subject like PSE comes with its pros and cons, the above notes the positive manor in which the subject can benefited from. Though the reverse side of this subject was experienced by the writer first hand. During their schooling PSE was taught once a week. Taught being the key word in that previous sentence, as it was not really taught at all. Young people were allowed to do what they wanted, with no structure throughout the lesson. The writer believes that this was another tick in the box lesson. Nothing was learned or gained during this process. 

It is clear to see that education throughout youth work has many positives to the health, wellbeing and the future of young people. In Wales the National Youth Service Strategy for Wales (WAG, 2007), a strategy about young people, and for all the young people of Wales sets out a clear vision for the Youth Service, that it should: ‘enable young people to gain the personal, social, emotional, intellectual and practical skills they need to get the best from their lives now and in the future’ (WAG, 2007: 1). 
 However, does this help young people live a ‘good life’? While carrying out research for this assignment, it is difficult to underpin what exactly is a good life. It has become apparent to the author that a good life can mean different things to different people and it is in fact subjective. Westacott (2019, p.1) states that the question of ‘What is a good life?’ is one of the oldest philosophical questions, and its interpreted in different ways. These different ways include the ways in which we live, our health and wellness, living a fulfilled life, living happily or even just being a person full of goodness (Westacott, 2019 and Martin, 2012). What has become clear, is that the outcomes youth work provides to young people can offer these different terms of a good life.

[bookmark: _Hlk532557408]Well-being is a meaning that can change regarding on a person’s view of the world, a personal opinion. Different researchers have come up with their own theory’s behind the concept. The idea that well-being lay in the idea that it is effectively measured through finite economic and social indicators such as income, housing and work (Diener et al.2009). While on the other hand (Felce & Perry, 1995) are veering more towards the subjective side, relied upon individual, emotional and psychological interpretations of well-being. From the authors perspective well-being is the idea of an overall positive mindset, said mindset will be impacted by the persons surroundings, e.g. community, family, relationships, economic and social status within society.  Well-being has been defined as a dynamic process that gives people a sense of how their lives are going, through the interaction between their circumstances, activities and psychological resources or ‘mental capital’ (New Economics Foundation, no date).  As mentioned before, the term Subjective Well-Being (SWB) is defined as an individual’s experience of affective reactions and cognitive judgments (Diener, E & Lucas, R. Cited in Well-Being: Foundations of Hedonic Psychology, 1999). 
A person exhibiting high SWB will have a positive affect; meaning they experience positive emotions (e.g. elation, joy) more often when compared to negative ones. It should be noted that the presence of positive affect does not signify the absence of negative affect, and presence of a negative affect does not indicate absence of positive affect 
                                                                   (Diener, Lucas & Smith, 1999) 

The author believes that SWB is your overall satisfaction with your day to day life. Believing you have a purpose within the world, understanding one’s emotions, be they negative or positive. SWB should hopefully mean that the positive emotions, e.g. happiness, joy and elation outweigh the negative thoughts, e.g. sadness, anxiety and depression. To simplify, SWB is how people think and feel about their lives. 

The fundamental principles and values of youth work are there with the hope that they can ultimately improve the young people’s wellbeing and grow as a person to lead a happy and healthy life. The government takes youth work seriously by underpinning its work with policies that are detailed to ensure the work is a success, these can include,  National Youth Work Strategy for Wales (2014 - 2018), Youth Work National Occupational Standards, Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 and Sustainable Development Goals, 2015.
Throughout this assignment it is clear to see that youth work can benefit young people within the school setting and outside of it. It is clear to see that the education system may not benefit all individuals, this meaning that it could result in young people disengaging, truanting and in some cases even permanent exclusion. The author believes that if the education system and youth work coincide, they can produce results that will not only benefit young people’s health and well-being but also improve their education. Setting them up with the important life skills that are needed once their education experience is completed. Though some aspects of the current education curriculum are outdated, the tide is slowly but surely changing. This can be seen within the new curriculum that has been brought in for the foundation phase with a more creative approach and on the grand scheme of things an overhaul of the whole education system by 2026. Youth work can offer a different form of education outside of the schooling system. This can allow young people to grow holistically via experiential learning. The variety of settings youth work can be used in (outreach, detached and youth clubs) means that there is scope for it to be accessed for a wider audience, stopping young people fall through the cracks. To summarise, youth work is put in place to help young people become more rounded individuals, setting them up with valuable life skills moving forward and untimely improve their general health and well-being. This form of education may be the key ingredient to a young person living a ‘good life.
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