Oak Tree Project Toolkit: Homeless Prevention and Early Intervention
Introduction
This Youth Work Practice Toolkit has been developed to demonstrate the knowledge, skills, values and practical approaches required for effective Youth Work practice. Drawing upon the principles of voluntary engagement, participation, empowerment and relationship-based practice, the toolkit provides a professional resource that can be used by Youth Workers in both one-to-one and group work settings.
The toolkit integrates academic theory with practical strategies and reflects on how Youth Workers can support young people experiencing challenges including homelessness, social exclusion, poor wellbeing and barriers to participation. Examples from the Oak Tree Project illustrate how theory can be translated into meaningful practice. The project works with young people aged 11-25 through education, advocacy, mediation, accredited learning and homelessness prevention support. 
Youth Work practice in Wales is underpinned by a distinct policy framework which emphasises participation, rights, wellbeing and prevention. The Welsh Government's Youth Work Strategy for Wales states that:
"Youth work is based on a voluntary relationship between young people and youth workers, which supports young people to achieve their full potential."
This principle aligns closely with relationship-based approaches discussed throughout this toolkit and reinforces the importance of voluntary engagement when supporting young people experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity. The preventative focus of Welsh Youth Work policy is particularly relevant when working with young people at risk of homelessness, as early intervention can often prevent family breakdown, housing crisis and social exclusion.
Youth Work is increasingly required to respond to a wide range of complex social issues including poverty, mental health challenges, homelessness and social exclusion which are ever changing. As Davies (2021) argues, Youth Work has continually evolved in response to changing social and political contexts whilst maintaining its commitment to voluntary engagement and informal education. Similarly, Smith (2021) highlights that the distinctive nature of Youth Work lies in its ability to create educational opportunities through relationships rather than through formal instruction. This toolkit therefore combines Youth Work literature with practical examples from the Oak Tree Project to demonstrate how theory can be translated into effective practice.
Youth Work Values and Principles
Effective Youth Work is underpinned by core values including:
· Respect for young people as individuals.
· Voluntary participation.
· Equality and inclusion.
· Empowerment and advocacy.
· Social justice.
· Anti-oppressive practice.
· Partnership and participation.
Young (2006) argues that Youth Work is distinguished by the voluntary relationship established between young people and practitioners. Unlike statutory interventions, young people choose to engage with youth services, making relationship-building a fundamental aspect of practice.
Banks (2010) further suggests that ethical Youth Work requires practitioners to balance care, participation and empowerment whilst maintaining professional boundaries.
Welsh Policy Perspective
The rights of young people are central to Youth Work practice in Wales. Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) states:
"Children have the right to express their views freely in all matters affecting them."
This principle underpins many contemporary Youth Work approaches and reinforces the expectation that young people should be active participants in decisions that affect their lives. When supporting young people experiencing homelessness or housing insecurity, practitioners must ensure that young people are not passive recipients of support but are actively involved in decision-making processes and future planning

In practice, balancing support and empowerment can be challenging. Young people facing homelessness often require immediate intervention. However, practitioners must avoid creating dependency and instead support young people to develop skills, resilience and confidence to make informed decisions independently.

Section One: Relationship-Based Practice
Relationship-based practice forms the foundation of effective Youth Work. According to Batsleer (2008), trust enables young people to share concerns, explore challenges and engage in personal development opportunities.
The Oak Tree Project demonstrates this approach through ongoing engagement within youth clubs and community settings, enabling practitioners to build relationships before issues escalate into crisis. 
Whilst relationship-based practice is widely recognised as a cornerstone of youth work, it has limitations. Building trust requires time, consistency and sustained funding, all of which are increasingly constrained within contemporary youth services (Ord, 2016). Consequently, youth workers may experience tension between organisational targets and the relational approach necessary for meaningful engagement. Within the Oak Tree Project, successful homelessness prevention often depended upon long-term engagement and multi-agency collaboration, demonstrating that relationship-based practice alone may not be sufficient without wider structural support. 


Key Skills
Youth workers require:
· Active listening
· Empathy
· Communication skills
· Emotional intelligence
· Observation
· Reflective practice
Practical Tool: Initial Engagement Framework
One-to-One Setting
Questions include:
· What is going well for you at the moment?
· What challenges are you facing?
· Who supports you?
· What would you like to achieve?
Group Work Setting
Icebreaker activities:
· Strength cards
· Circle discussions
· Team challenges
· Values exercises
Reflection
Carl Rogers' (1967) Person-Centred Theory highlights the importance of unconditional positive regard, empathy and genuineness in helping relationships. These concepts remain highly relevant within contemporary Youth Work.
Jeffs and Smith (2010) suggest that successful Youth Work is fundamentally rooted in conversation, relationships and association. They argue that meaningful engagement occurs when practitioners work alongside young people rather than imposing predetermined solutions. This approach aligns with the Oak Tree Project's practice of engaging with young people in community settings, youth clubs and informal spaces where trusting relationships can develop naturally.
Whilst relationship-based practice is widely celebrated within Youth Work, Ord (2016) argues that practitioners must avoid assuming that relationships alone generate positive outcomes. Effective practice requires purposeful intervention, professional judgement and critical reflection. Consequently, Youth Workers must balance informal relationship-building with structured support and measurable outcomes.
The Welsh Government recognises relationships as the foundation of effective Youth Work. Successful engagement often relies on practitioners developing trust over extended periods of time. This can be particularly important when working with young people who have experienced family conflict, housing instability or adverse childhood experiences.
The Oak Tree Project demonstrates this through its outreach work in schools, youth clubs and community settings, enabling practitioners to establish relationships before crisis intervention becomes necessary. The project's preventative approach reflects contemporary Welsh policy priorities of early intervention and community-based support.
Whilst relationship-based approaches are highly regarded, challenges can emerge when caseloads increase and resources become limited. Building trust requires time and consistency; therefore organisational targets and funding pressures may sometimes conflict with Youth Work values. This highlights the importance of advocating for preventative services that prioritise meaningful engagement over short-term outcomes.




Section Two: Promoting Participation and Youth Voice
Youth Work practice should enable young people to influence decisions that affect their lives.
Hart's (1992) Ladder of Participation provides a useful framework for understanding meaningful participation.
Davies (2021) argues that Youth Work should extend beyond simply providing activities and opportunities. Instead, young people should be empowered to influence policy, practice and community development. This perspective aligns with the National Participation Standards for Children and Young People in Wales, which promote the principle that young people should be listened to and involved in decisions affecting them.
Within the Oak Tree Project, money management programmes go beyond financial education. These sessions encourage young people to explore future aspirations, identify barriers and make informed choices regarding their housing and financial wellbeing. Through this approach, young people become active participants in shaping their own futures rather than passive recipients of information.
Levels of engagement include:
· Consultation
· Participation
· Shared decision making
· Youth-led planning
· Youth governance
Example from Practice
The Oak Tree Project involved young people in developing educational resources and awareness programmes aimed at preventing homelessness. 
INCLUDED MM
Group Activity
Community Action Project
Aim: To enable young people to identify an issue affecting their community and develop an action plan.
Outcomes:
· Increased confidence
· Leadership development
· Teamwork skills
· Community engagement
Critical Reflection
Whilst participation is a central Youth Work value, tokenistic approaches continue to be common. Practitioners must critically assess whether young people genuinely influence decisions or are simply consulted without meaningful impact.

Section Three: Inclusion and Anti-Oppressive Practice
Young people may face barriers relating to:
· Poverty
· Housing insecurity
· Additional learning needs
· Mental health
· Discrimination
Thompson's (2016) PCS Model encourages Youth Workers to consider:
· Personal factors
· Cultural influences
· Structural inequalities
Practical Inclusion Checklist
□ Accessible venues
□ Inclusive language
□ Appropriate resources
□ Cultural awareness
□ Trauma-informed practice
□ Youth-centred planning
Reflection
An anti-oppressive approach requires practitioners to challenge discrimination whilst recognising their own assumptions and biases.

Section Four: Welsh Legislative Frameworks and Homelessness Prevention
Understanding Welsh legislation is essential for Youth Workers supporting young people at risk of homelessness.
Housing (Wales) Act 2014
The Housing (Wales) Act 2014 represented a significant shift towards prevention-based approaches. Rather than focusing solely on responding to homelessness once it occurs, the legislation places responsibilities on services to intervene at an earlier stage.
This preventative approach closely aligns with Youth Work principles. Through mediation, advocacy, financial education and relationship-based support, Youth Workers can contribute to preventing homelessness before a crisis develops.
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015
The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) promotes:
· A healthier Wales
· A more equal Wales
· A Wales of cohesive communities
· A resilient Wales
The Oak Tree Project contributes towards these goals by promoting education, resilience, housing stability and community participation among young people. 
Whilst legislation provides an important framework for support, legislation alone cannot resolve youth homelessness. Structural factors including poverty, lack of affordable housing and inequality continue to create barriers for many young people. Consequently, Youth Workers must balance individual support with an understanding of wider social issues.

New Section: Understanding Structural Causes of Homelessness
Insert before Trauma-Informed Practice.
Understanding Homelessness Through a Youth Work Lens
Homelessness is often viewed as the result of individual choices or family difficulties. However, contemporary research highlights the influence of wider social and economic factors.
Fitzpatrick (2019) identifies several structural factors associated with homelessness, including:
· Poverty
· Unemployment
· Housing shortages
· Welfare reforms
· Social inequality
Youth Workers therefore have a responsibility to avoid deficit-based approaches that place blame upon young people. Instead, practitioners should adopt strengths-based models that recognise resilience whilst acknowledging broader structural barriers.
Practice Implications
For Youth Workers this means:
· Challenging stigma associated with homelessness.
· Promoting young people's rights.
· Supporting access to services.
· Developing resilience and independent living skills.
· Advocating on behalf of young people facing systemic barriers.

Section Four: One-to-One Youth Work Practice
The Oak Tree Project places significant emphasis on individual support including mediation, advocacy and wellbeing interventions. 
Core Intervention Areas
Housing Support
· Housing options
· Referrals
· Tenancy support
· Homelessness prevention
Mediation
The case study presented within the project demonstrates how mediation prevented homelessness by rebuilding family relationships and identifying sustainable solutions. 
Advocacy
Support includes:
· Attending meetings
· Completing applications
· Supporting rights-based approaches
· Empowering decision making
Case Reflection
This demonstrates the importance of early intervention, strengths-based practice and family-focused approaches.

Section Five: Group Work Practice
Group work remains a key method of Youth Work delivery.
Tuckman's (1965) model identifies group development stages:
1. Forming
2. Storming
3. Norming
4. Performing
5. Adjourning
Understanding these stages enables practitioners to facilitate effective groups.
Practical Session Plan
Homelessness Awareness Workshop
Aim: To increase understanding of homelessness among young people.
Learning Outcomes:
Participants will:
· Understand causes of homelessness.
· Challenge stereotypes.
· Identify support services.
· Explore prevention strategies.
Methods:
· Discussion exercises
· Scenario-based learning
· Group problem solving
· Reflection activities
The Oak Tree Project delivers homelessness awareness qualifications and workshops using similar preventative approaches. 

Section Six: Trauma-Informed Practice
Many young people accessing support services have experienced trauma.
Trauma-informed Youth Work requires practitioners to promote:
· Safety
· Trust
· Choice
· Collaboration
· Empowerment
Practical Strategies
· Consistent boundaries
· Safe environments
· Flexible engagement
· Strengths-based language
· Restorative approaches
Reflection
Understanding trauma allows practitioners to interpret behaviour as communication rather than non-compliance.

Section Seven: Multi-Agency Working
Effective outcomes often require collaboration.
The Oak Tree Project demonstrates partnership working between youth services, housing providers and community organisations. 
Partnership Toolkit
Key partners:
· Housing Services
· Schools
· Health Services
· Third Sector Organisations
· Youth Justice
· Social Services
Skills Required
· Communication
· Negotiation
· Information sharing
· Advocacy
· Professional accountability

Section Eight: Reflective Practice
Schön (1983) identifies two forms of reflection:
Reflection-in-Action
Thinking whilst undertaking practice.
Reflection-on-Action
Evaluating practice afterwards.
Reflective Questions
What happened?
Why did it happen?
What worked well?
What could be improved?
How will this influence future practice?
Continuous reflection contributes to professional development and improved outcomes for young people.
Section Nine: Informal Education in Youth Work
Informal education is a defining characteristic of Youth Work practice. Smith (2021) argues that learning often occurs through conversations, experiences and social interactions rather than through formal teaching methods. Youth Workers therefore create opportunities for critical thinking, reflection and personal development within everyday activities.
Within the Oak Tree Project, informal education is evident through homelessness awareness sessions, money management programmes, gardening projects and community-based activities designed to increase knowledge and develop life skills. 
Practical Application
Youth Workers can facilitate informal education through:
· Group discussions
· Experiential learning activities
· Peer education
· Community projects
· Reflective exercises
Curriculum for Wales and Informal Education
The Curriculum for Wales identifies four purposes designed to support young people to become:
· Ambitious, capable learners.
· Enterprising, creative contributors.
· Ethical, informed citizens.
· Healthy, confident individuals.
Youth Work contributes significantly to these aspirations through informal and experiential learning opportunities. The Oak Tree Project's homelessness awareness activities, money management programmes and accredited learning opportunities demonstrate how Youth Work can complement formal education whilst promoting personal and social development.

Reflection

By recognising everyday experiences as learning opportunities, Youth Workers can support young people to develop confidence, independence and critical awareness of the issues affecting their lives.
Ord (2016) suggests that reflective practitioners continually evaluate the relationship between theory and practice. Reflection enables Youth Workers to understand why particular interventions succeed or fail and encourages ongoing professional development. This is particularly important when working with young people experiencing homelessness, where practitioners frequently face complex ethical and practical challenges.

Ord (2016) suggests that reflective practitioners continually evaluate the relationship between theory and practice. Reflection enables practitioners to develop critical self-awareness and improve future interventions.

Conclusion
This toolkit has demonstrated how effective Youth Work practice is underpinned by professional values, theoretical understanding and practical skills. Drawing upon the work of Rogers (1967), Hart (1992), Jeffs and Smith (2010), Ord (2016), Davies (2021) and Smith (2021), the toolkit highlights the importance of relationship-based practice, participation, informal education, inclusion and reflective practice. By integrating these theories with practical tools and examples from the Oak Tree Project, the toolkit illustrates how Youth Workers can support young people through both individual and group work interventions. Ultimately, effective Youth Work promotes engagement, empowerment and positive outcomes by enabling young people to develop the skills, confidence and resilience needed to navigate the challenges they face
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