LEARNING A NEW SKILL

The following account considers the process of learning and acquiring a practical skill for recreation, whilst reflecting on the role of recreation in Youth and Community Work.  Discussion will address social, pedagogical and recreational features of practice.  Kolb and Fry’s experiential learning cycle (1979 cited in Sapin, 2013: 143-144) is used to summarise, reflect on and conceptualise the experience, and develop action points for future development.  Gibbs’ model of reflection (1988 cited in Sapin, 2013: 215) attends to feelings and evaluation within reflection. This account begins with an introduction to the chosen activity and an outline of the learning process.

For this assignment, I chose to learn basic drums – specifically in the context of rock/alternative and popular music.  At the beginning of the task, I set myself the goal of learning at least two drumbeats, two fills and accompanying two songs.  Engaging in the activity, I realised I would first have to familiarise myself with equipment and some aspects of music theory.  After initial enthusiasm, I encountered difficulty accessing drums so I purchased an electric drum kit to continue the process.  Later I recognised that targets were unfeasible and chose instead to focus on variants of a single beat and fill pattern plus one song.  I became proficient in at least three songs with similar patterns and learnt two fills before completing the task.  Having outlined the experience, reflection will present associated feelings and evaluate positive and negative elements of the learning process.

On reflection, I entered this process feeling excited and motivated to learn the drums.  I felt I had planned well for my own learning and I was confident in my ability to achieve the targets I set myself.  It was positive that I had access to a neighbour’s drum kit, a manual to support theory and free resources online. I gained activity-specific knowledge which enabled identification of drum parts, yet I was surprised to discover I could not just begin to learn by playing: online videos referred to the names of individual drums but also timings and I realised the need for coordinated movements to develop a multi-layered beat.  This required an understanding of music theory which stunted early progress as I had to identify and learn the necessary information to continue.  Furthermore, I found it difficult to access drums when my neighbours’ young children were not around.  This became a distraction and an obstacle to learning, especially during a two-week school break.

Negatively, it was disappointing that I did not have the ease of access to drums that I had hoped for.  Weighing up the cost, I decided to buy a drum kit of my own in the belief that the investment would benefit future youth work.  I also enjoyed the activity as a welcome distraction from my studies.  Afterwards I continued with fresh motivation and impetus; I also enjoyed having the freedom and access to play regularly.  However, I found learning the skill more of a challenge than expected.  Although I was disappointed by my progress, I felt less pressure after reassessing the targets I set myself.  When I surpassed some of these goals, I felt a sense of satisfaction and pride in my achievement but this was tempered by the final presentation activity which followed.  Conscious that a couple of others in the group already play drums, I expected that they would be aware of my weaknesses performing what I perceived a new activity and I felt vulnerable.  In spite of this, my nerves were eased in the knowledge that my skills were not being formally assessed.  Overall, the experience offers several points for analysis which can be related to social, pedagogical and recreational experiences of young people.

Firstly, music is a social activity which supports the inclusive and expressive pillars of youth work practice (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013: 06) because it allows young people to access common interest groups and share culture through expression.  Going further, supporting young people to learn an instrument empowers them to participate in musical activities, representing further pillars of practice (YWWRG, 2013: 06).  Simply being in a community does not guarantee social inclusion whereas the ability to participate actively can be transformational (Abbott and McConkey, 2006 cited in Stickley, Crosbie and Hui, 2011: 251).  Youth Work starts where young people are (LSIS, 2012: 05) and music is an important part of youth culture that is central to young people’s identity and inclusion (Laughey, 2006: 1-54).  Therefore it is useful for Youth and Community Workers to foster an interest in the music that young people relate to.  Drums are an instrument applicable to most forms of contemporary music, making this activity socially relevant to practice.  Linking activity to a sense of purpose – in my case Youth Work – explains a strong motivation for learning (Pink, 2010: 131-152).  Furthermore, whilst the focus of Youth and Community Work is on young people’s needs and interests, shared motivation supports pedagogy as a collaborative process.

Secondly, pedagogy concerns young people’s learning.  Youth Work is an educative practice which focuses on young people’s development (YWWRG, 2013: 2-6).  However Belton (2010) argues the innate capacity of young people to ‘grow when they need to…and find a way’ for themselves whatever their circumstances (Belton, 2010: 35-36).  Therefore Youth Work undoubtedly benefits young people – but young people do not need Youth Work.  It is a radical view which should equally humble and shape how we view our educative function as Youth Workers.  Adopting Freirean pedagogy as a collaborative learning process focussed on the young person (Coburn, 2011: 04), it is both possible and justifiable to use the type of experience in this account as a model for sharing new skills with young people.  It is not necessary that the Youth and Community Worker has a much more advanced knowledge or skill level in the activity being shared (unless the activity would be unsafe otherwise).  In fact, situating the worker as an inexperienced learner alongside young people equalises the balance of power and pedagogically allows the worker to share more closely in young people’s lived experience, promoting greater mutual understanding.

In terms of shared experience, this process has helped me understand how young people may feel when learning new skills for the first time.  Learning style, access to resources, learning environment, motivation and learning goals were all relevant.  Awareness of learning styles is important since my own frustration at the beginning of the task can be attributed to a desire for ‘active experimentation’ (Smith, 2010: no page number) limited by poor access to necessary equipment.  From a young person’s perspective, this raises the issue of access to resources – a common obstacle to young people’s recreation (Wartecka-Wazynska, 2013: 267).  However, I realised during this task that drumming surfaces can be improvised.  Thanks to the internet, young people can also access learning via YouTube videos and mobile apps.

In the process of learning, I was required to problem-solve, assess and adapt the learning environment, demonstrating reflection-on-action (Schön, 1991: 276-277) prompted by motivation to succeed.  Motivation has already been introduced as another key concept for learning.  Developing this theme further, individuals ‘function as contributors to their own motivation, behavior [sic], and development within a network of reciprocally interacting influences’ (Bandura, 1999: 169).  Critically, factors such as financial and emotional investment and purpose were evidenced as positive motivators in this experience, whilst the expectation-performance gap, comparisons with others, and unrealistic learning goals were negative factors.  However, persistence in spite of challenge and disappointment led to resilience and an added sense of achievement when goals were met.  Hence a contrasting view of unrealistic expectations suggests over-confidence is actually positive – and more likely to promote persistence in the face of challenge (Bi, Dang, Li, Guo and Zhang, 2016: 138-153).  Considering the sum of these experiences, strategic outcomes of Youth Work in Wales including active participation, wider skills development, and enhanced emotional competence (Welsh Government, 2014: 7-8) are apparent beyond specific learning targets (Stickley, Crosbie and Hui, 2011: 253).  This leads into discussion of the role of recreation in Youth and Community Work and young people’s experience.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Thirdly, wider learning also takes place in the context of recreation – a source of rest and enjoyment.  As Jeffs and Smith emphasise, learning is a product of the informal learning environment as much as it can be a directed activity (Jeffs and Smith, 2005: 15-17).  Thus the role of recreation in youth work may be considered a vehicle for learning.  Moreover, recreation promotes wellbeing. Besides facilitating five ways encouraging wellbeing: connections, physical activity, taking notice, learning and giving (Public Health Wales, 2018), practicing music as a form of recreation itself has proven benefits to mental health in terms of reducing stress and anxiety (McFerran, Hense, Koike and Rickwood, 2018: 1-31). Personally I experienced both enjoyment and positive distraction, demonstrating the ability of Youth Work to help individuals ‘recognise and resist the damaging influences which may affect them’ (YWWRG, 2013: 02).  Ultimately, Youth Work offers ‘favourable adolescent experiences’ in response to adverse childhood experiences (Williams, 2018).  Lastly, action points for development form a conclusion.

Having considered a recreational learning experience and reflected on social, pedagogical and recreational features which may be linked to practice, key action points resulting from this experience include the need for realistic learning goals, a suitable learning environment and contingency planning to avoid unnecessary pressure when learning a new skill.  Young people will benefit from persistence in the face of adversity, for which confidence and motivation is essential.  In terms of goals, young people can be directed to use a SMART model defining specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timely objectives for learning (Symonds and Tapps, 2016: 34-38).  Confidence can be built proactively, by pointing young people to their strengths and prior achievements.  Motivation can be similarly developed, also utilising intrinsic motivation theory to focus on young people’s autonomy, mastery and purpose in acquisition of new skills (Pink, 2010: 85-152).
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