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Preface

The basis for this fieldwork portfolio will be my placement at Mencap Cymru’s ‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’ project. 
This project is the voice for the learning disabilities project ‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’; it runs project placements across the county of Carmarthenshire, supporting individuals with learning disabilities. The aim is to give individuals who are 18+, with learning disabilities, a voice and to be able to live more independently. Everything that the ‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’ project does is to make sure individuals with learning disabilities are valued, listened to and equally included within society. ‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’ project makes sure that each individual that they work reaches their full potential finding volunteer work experiences through placement and the local community, this offering training, social interaction and life skills. 
The placements offered at the project include: Xcel Bowl in Carmarthen, the National Botanic Garden of Wales, litter-picking responsibilities, the Millennium Coastal Path in Llanelli which links with Pembrey Country Park, the National Trust’s Dinefwr Park near Llandeilo, and Burns in the Community via their allotments in Kidwelly.
  



Section 1
Attention Restoration Theory

The running theme throughout placements of ‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’ project is Attention Restoration Theory.  
Attention Restoration Theory is the exposure to nature in order to be able to help improve one's focus and capacity to concentrate. This theory was first brought forward by Stephen and Rachel Kaplan in the late 1980’s. This idea came about in response to the rise in technology and a resulting decline in outdoor interaction. With more populations living in urbanised areas the theory is that this has an impact on cognitive functions. Attention Restoration Theory hypothesises that the natural environment has a more positive impact upon cognitive functioning, thus giving higher levels of concentration, and an improved state of mind and health. Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) put forward that there are four cognitive states of attention through the way of Attention Restoration Theory. These being: Concentration and the clearing of the mind, the recovery from mental fatigue, interest and soft captivation and renewal and reflection (cited in Ackerman, 2018). 
Silvia Collado and Henk Staats (2016) reflect how exposure to nature can improve young people’s mood and their ability to focus more, even going on further to improving attitudes, behaviours and growth within social interactions (Collado and Staats 2016).
‘Carmarthenshire Me Time’ has several placement settings, which are outdoor working with and within nature. From these placements the young people with learning disabilities have been able to adapt to such volunteering work, in order to meet their own needs. The young people accessing these placements gain not only physical benefits, but also psychological benefits too (Chowdhury, 2020). The young people are given the opportunity to develop socially and mentally, make new friends, become empowered by the work they achieve, develop social interaction with teams and the public, and the ability to concentrate on a task at hand. An example of this is one of the placements at Burns in the Community, where groups of young people undertake apple picking, at Burns in the Community’s own orchard. During the late summer apples are picked and are sorted, ready to be sent off to local food banks. This process helps the young people with their abilities to communicate, coordinate and improve their social interaction skills and teamwork building skills. This practice responds to the values set out in the Youth Work National Occupational Standards (hereafter, NOS) within sections LSIYW03, LSIYW05 and LSIYW06 (NOS, 2012 : 23; 31; 35).  
Another placement through Carmarthenshire Me Time is based at the National Botanic Garden of Wales. A group of young people have the task of planting trees. This is very hard working both physically and psychologically. The physical element being the digging, preparing the ground and the planting of the trees, the other being the concentration level to be able to do so. When self-reflecting, one young person who struggled with their concentration levels was surprised by their own ability to complete the task; thus, showing how young people in these environments can learn, grow and reflect upon themselves.  
With this understanding of Attention Restoration Theory, it has presented the relevant tools for young people with learning disabilities to use. When considering each individual that I have worked with, I have had to gain an understanding of their individual needs. With this knowledge I can then help break down tasks into ways that a young person can work towards, within their own capacity. This practice can then help the young people by not only showing a young person that they can achieve a task, but also shows them that they can participate and achieve a task, however great or small. The process of a young person with a specific learning disability being able to concentrate and achieve a task, such as putting a seed into the ground, be a tremendous achievement. This does not just empower the person but has a positive effect on their wellbeing (Collado and Staats, 2016). Connecting both physical and psychological elements, for a young person with learning disabilities, can be a profound achievement for them. By being outside within nature can help a young person to be able to improve their focus on a task, for a longer period, rather than if they were in a house and potentially surrounded by distractions (Mind , 2018). Being outside and away from daily routines can also help with young people being able to feel freer, thus helping them to express themselves more (Staats, 2016). This is important while building relationships with young people. In such a task such as planting trees, it also affords the young people the skills to trust not only staff members running projects, but trust within their peer group, therefore helping with social interaction skills (Young, 2006).







Section 2
The Programme

By working with established partnerships, many different opportunities are offered to the young people through the Carmarthenshire Me Time project. Voluntary work placements are varied and have a unique connection with the placement partner, and all relate to the theme of Attention Restoration Theory. For the basis of this section, the National Trust’s Dinefwr Park will be the focal point. Many activities take place at this location and these include animal movement and relocation, restoring and repairing fences, the cleaning of cow sheds, weeding duties, log cutting, hedge trimming and the upkeep of paths. For the overall project a NAOMIE (Needs, Aims, Objectives, Method, Implementation and Evaluation) tool can be utilised when developing and accessing individual placements and their individual network of activities. 
The activity of animal movement and relocation will be used as an element where the NAOMIE systematic planning cycle tool can be applied (CWVYS, 2014). It is important for Dinefwr Park to move their rare White Park cattle for maintenance to occur in the park and crop rotation purposes. This action is a need for Dinefwr Park, in which the Carmarthenshire Me Time project can be of great assistance. This practice addresses that young people need to be involved, feel valued and acquire transferable life skills. The aims of the activity always need to be performed safely; these are varied and include the following overarching aims: to improve inter-personal communication skills; to promote and boost self-confidence, self-competence and self-worth; to build upon team working skills, to promote enjoyment and to encourage interaction with nature (fauna). With this activity, at the beginning there would a breakdown of what needs to be done, how to achieve this, what the young people are happy with their understanding of the activity and any of their thoughts or questions. The breakdown of this activity entails where the actively is going to take place (within the field the cows currently reside in, and the field they are being relocated to) and what is going to happen, this will be discussed this with the young people and the ranger. The ranger goes enters the field the cows are currently in on a quad bike, gathers the cows together and moves them to the open gate. From this, the young people are now involved with me and the other member of staff on duty. The young people and I would then block the bottom of lane in which the cows shall move down. The group of young people and myself will then use sticks to help guide the cows into the destination field, slowly and calmly closing the gate afterwards. Before the process begins, the plan is explained to the young people and how they will be involved; for example: how to hold their stick and calmly direct the cows. Any questions will be answered at this stage and the young people will have their instructions explaining step-by-step, outlining what will occur, who and what will be there and whether the young people feel safe and happy. Throughout this whole process the young people are involved and have a clear understanding of their role. This makes the young people feel valued and equal that their views, feelings and thoughts are important and listened to, this being the objectives in this activity and rolling into the method regarding the NAOMIE cycle (CWVYS, 2014). Making sure that all young people feel they are a part of the process and valued is vital within this activity. Breaking down each step and making sure that each part of the process is understood, regarding each individual young person, is crucial; they must feel comfortable and sure that the task adheres to their personal needs and does not ask too much of them (CWVYS, 2018). Conversing with the whole group and members of staff, making sure everyone knows their role with this activity is very important. Health and safety needs need to be covered with both youth working and the ranger making sure all risk involved is limited. Adequate members of staff need to present and alert at all times, and possess the knowledge and skill sets to be able to deliver actively and in a safe manner. This being the most important element with this activity in the implementation process (CWVYS, 2014). Once the activity has been completed, the young people and youth workers engage in a conversation, talking in depth about the activity - this being the evaluation process (CWVYS, 2014). This part of the process is extremely important. Views, thoughts and feelings need to be expressed and listened to carefully. This part of the process is where young people can acknowledge their achievements and reflect upon their involvement within the activity. This can be where the youth worker explains what they achieved and breakdown how they engaged in the process, working in a team, communication skills they applied and the confidence and pride they should feel within themselves. It should be highlighted how the young people have used their skills, skills that they may have not realised that they possessed. With this evaluation element of the activity, young people can take away these skills they have learned and apply them to other activities and thier day-to-day experiences. This activity links with NOS sections: LSIYW03, LSIYW05, LSIYW06, LSIYW08, LSIYW11, LSIYW13, LSIYW16 and LSIYW20 (NOS, 2012 : 23; 31; 35; 43; 55; 63; 75; 91). 

As a youth worker working with young people it is important to have the knowledge and understanding of adolescents and the stages of adolescence. Adolescence is referred to a period where young people transition from puberty into late teenagers and into their early twenties. In Western societies it is generally perceived as a time transition from childhood to adulthood. There are internal changes, such as the biological changes of puberty (females starting their periods and males growing body hair). Then there are external changes, such as outlooks on society ( Dogra et al, 2009). 
There are three stages of adolescence, these being biological, cognitive and social stages. With biological elements this is where the physical changes occur regarding the body, commonly known as puberty. 
The cognitive stage of development is important to understand, as this is where neuronal and hormonal changes take place. This happens within the brain in the section called the limbic system, which is a section of the brain that is responsible for emotional responses, sleep regulation and seeking out reward. Within the pre-frontal cortex, the area responsible for decision-making, impulse control, organisation and future planning, this occurs in the latter stages of adolescence - rather than the limbic changes (World Health Organization, 2020). 
Adolescent psychological and social changes are linked with the hormonal changes and neurodevelopment. This is where the psychological and emotional changes increase with the cognitive and intellectual capacity. Where young people become more independent, pulling away from their families and being drawn more to their friends and peers. Personal identity is developed where young people distinguish between their personal likes and dislikes (World Health Organization , 2020). Erik Erikson (1958, 1963) explains how personal identity is a sense of self that is explored through an intense examination of personal beliefs, goal and values (cited in McLeod, 2018). Dogra et al (2009) goes on the state that psycholgical and physical development are related closely throughout the coordination of motor and perceptual funcations in primary childhood; this is increased with exploring the world. Developmental disorders can (David Boud, no date) be categorised into two main groups: general developmental delay and specific developmental delay. General developmental delay is considered as a learning disability. Specific developmental delay can include specific disorders such as language and speech, reading and writing, motor functions and/or a combination of all of these. This can also be characterised as a learning disability (Dogra et al, 2009).  Young people with a learning disability have higher chances of devolping mental health problems. Studies concerning adolescents with learning disabilites report that indivudals often face further challenges, this being due to adolescence as a complex stage in itself. It is evident though that young people with learning disabilities may not have the skills required to communicate problems and question the changes they are going through with adults and friends; thus making the process of adolence for young people with learning difficulties challenging and often confusing (Rich, no date).  
Young people with learning disabilities can encounter emotional problems, this can be down to a lack of being able to understand bodily changes, which often leads to anxiety and fear which in-turn can present as behavioural problems. It is often a lonely time for young people with a learning disability going throught the changes of adolescence, often combating rejection in trying to come to terms with the physical changes of their bodies. Wing (1996) cited in Rich (no date)￼ comment that young people with learning disabilities, including very young people, who do not understand social situations are still unwilling to receive adult authority, with determination to not give in to adult authority. This can be displayed as temper tantrums and aggression (Wing, 1996 cited in Rich, no date). 
A common occurance within young people with a learning disability is to be dominated by their parents, an example of this can be where the parents will dress the young person in either childish clothing or elderly clothing, thus impacting upon the young person while developing their personally identiy - which is an important part of adolescence (Wing, 1996 cited in Rich, no date).
Young people with learning disabiltes need to have increased social activities to help them develop within their peer-groups and relationships (Wing, 1996 cited in Rich, no date). This is something that Mencap Cymru’s Carmarthenshire Me Time project facilitates for the young people they support. When young people with learning disabilities are showing inappropriate behaviour, whilst going through the stages of adolescence, being occupied by activities can have a positive affect on their behaviour, as they tend to loose interest in childish activities that they may have enjoyed before going through these stages. When however they do not have the resources to engage in such activities and socalise with peers, this is when inappropriate behaviour may flare up, causing negative impact upon family and the careers supporting these young people. It is also important that activities for young people with learning disabiltes are enjoyable, when applying them to their needs and their subsequent development through alolescence (Rich, no date). 
It is often overlooked that young people with learning disabilities, have emotions in regards to their sexual interests. Parents of these young people may often avoid or lack the knowledge/skills to inform the young people of this stage of adolence that they are going through (Mencap, 2020). This can cause anxiety and confustion for young people, therefore it is important that the youth workers supporting young people with disabilites can access the correct information and knowledge to help with this stressful time in a young person’s life. Inappropriate behaviour can arise when a young person with learning disabiltes lacks the knowledge and understanding concerning the emotions they are going through at this time of adolescence (Rich, no date; Asare, 2016). 
The five ways to wellbeing can be an effective tool to apply when working with young people with learning disabilities. The Children’s Society took inspiration from a prior framework by the New Economics Foundation (NEF) and their five ways to wellbeing for adults from 2008 (The Children’s Society, 2020). The ‘five ways’ were updated and applied to young people, these being; connect, keep learning, be active, take notice, be creative and play (Abdallah et al, 2014). These five ways of wellbeing are for children and can be adapted to working with young people with learning disabilities. Connect is where young people can communicate to the best of their abilities with friends family, and the support around them. This action is important as it helps to build trust and positive relationships, which can help a young person with a learning dissability through their stages of adolescence. Keep learning is key in helping young people establish their life skills, this being adapted to the young person’s capacity; the simplest skill can give a young person the confidence and independance that they need. Be active is vital for a young person with learning difficulties in making sure they maintain their physical health, in-turn this can have a positive effect on both their mental and physical needs. Take notice, can help a young person in being able to take in the world that is around them. This correlates with the Attention Restoration Theory in helping a young person to concentrate better and help with thier mental outlook; this can also help a young person with learning diffiultes in their sense of being away from home, and the feeling of having a break from their normal home life. Taking notice of and being with nature can be a positive change to the inside environments of home with family, careers and day centres. Be creative and play, although young people may not use use the term play, being creative can help a young person with learning difficulties to express themselves. This is key in the development of finding one’s own self. Being able to express and to be creative can be a tool that allows a young person to show their emotions, feelings and their likes. This being a positive outlet for young people with learning disablites, in means of their communication with others and allowing the opportunity to let out any frustrations they may be experiencing through the adolescent stages of their development (The Children's Society, 2020). This also in- turn relates to the youth work principles and purposes of the five pillars of youth work in Wales (CWVYS, 2018). 
Within the five pillars of youth work, the term educative is an element of youth work where young people can gain understanding, skills and knowledge that can help throughout their adult life. Being expressive in encouraging young people to express their knowledge, understanding, emotions and options also having a important impact on well-being. Being participative in working with others supports young people in their social skills and building relationships which are healthy for young people. The practice of being inclusive can help a young person in their understanding of social characteristics incluing race, diversity and identity; this is important in being able to be a part of society which helps a young person in feeling a part of something and valued. Empowering young people helps build young peoples’ confidence levels and to help gain knowledge of their rights as a young person. Empowering young people is a vital factor in helping young people through the stages of adolencent development, as it helps young people to understand themselves and their place within a wider society (CWVYS, 2018). 

   






Covid-19 Pandemic  
Within the covid-19 pandemic, Mencap Cymru’s Carmarthenshire Me Time project has undergone a big adaptation to its practice. The ‘lock down’ has presented new challenges and new regulations for the team to work under; this has meant the team has not been able to deliver its normal support services to young people with learning disabilities. Through this difficult time, many of the young people we support have struggled. Some of the young people who have more severe learning disabilities do not understand what is going on around them, and their routines have been massively disrupted. Young people with severe communication difficulties have not been able to be supported through the project, due to Government guidelines being in place. However, for the young people who can communicate more, we have adapted how we work to support them to the best to our abilities as a team and keeping in-line with the aforementioned regulations. During the early stages of lock down, as a team we set up weekly phone conversations with young people (who were able to), to keep in contact and be a regular source of support. This facility was and continues to be a place where young people can express their feelings, anxieties and anything they wish to talk to us about. This is important so we can keep those relationships we have built with the young people, but also to keep the connect and empowerment elements on-going. With this practice, regular documents are kept on young people’s experiences through the lock down, but also so that we can work with other services, such as social workers, if any problems arise. It has been very important through this time to work together with other agencies in order to give the young people we support the best care that they need. As the lock down has slowly been lifted, the Carmarthenshire Me Time project has adapted within these regulations to give more support to young people; the team for instance has set up doorstep communication. With this the project has been able to communicate with the young people on a more personal level. It has also given the young people something that they can look forward to in the week, a break from their home confinements where they can have more of a social interaction. This practice has helped reduce young people’s anxiety and stress levels, but also maintaining the social interaction skills that they have developed. This is a time where Mencap Cymru’s Carmarthenshire Me time project has been moderating, documenting, and adapting constantly over the period. Being able to adapt to the ever-changing situations is extremely important for the project, not only in keeping the project going, but also as the young people with learning disabilities need as much support as they can possibly get through this challenging time. The project is also monitoring young people in making sure that their home lives are not having a negative impact upon them, this is in-keeping with the safeguarding of young people. Some of the young people that we support have had challenges within their living situations, whereas a team we have had to monitor and communicate with social workers in making sure these challenges can be resolved for the young people. Mental health has been a big concern for the Mencap Cymru Carmarthenshire Me time project, where we have had to adapt our counselling skills, as services are stretched at this time. As we have good relationships with the young people we support, we are often that first port of call for the young to communicate with. The practices engaged in within the period of covid-19 links with NOS standards LSI YW01, LSI YW18, LSI YW19, LSI YW20 and LSI YW28 (NOS, 2014 : 15; 83: 87; 91; 123).



Section 3
Summary of Learning  
Whilst doing my placement with Mencap Cymru I have learnt a great deal. I have not only developed my youth work skills, but also skills in being a professional youth worker and working with young people with learning disabilities. Whilst working with the five ways of wellbeing, I also have worked with the values of Mencap Cymru. These outlined values being: Inclusive, Trustworthy, Caring, Challenging and Positive. Within the inclusive element, my practice has focussed on people with learning disabilities, making sure they are included within society and everything that they do. Being trustworthy is very important when building relationships and maintaining the trust built between workers and the people they support. Mencap Cymru work towards the aim of not letting the people they support down. When working with people with learning disabilities, care and kindness is a necessity. The people that Mencap Cymru support need to feel safe and supported throughout their time with the organisation. Mencap Cymru has a strong voice in making sure that people with learning disabilities have fair rights and campaign for change where unfairness is evident. The organisation is also challenging negative views and opinions within the wider society, as some people do not know how to interact with people with learning disabilities. Mencap Cymru is positive in believing in a brighter future, where people with learning disabilities are accepted into society and have a place; making sure that people are valued, listened to and have equal rights (Mencap, 2020). Other skills that I have developed whist on my placement with the Carmarthenshire Me Time project are my administrative skills. This has been where I have had to learn how to work Mencap Cymru’s own online systems, with documentation, emails, calender, timesheets and creating tables. 
I have developed strong knowledge around young people with learning disabilities and how to work to their own personal needs. Every young person with a learning disability has a unquie way of learning and working. Developing my communication skills has been vital to my work. I have had to learn every young person’s individual body language and their verbal speech. Some young people respond better to certain sign language, while others need to be communicated through constructing vocabularies differently. I am proud of the relationships I have built with the young people I have been working with. An example of this is when a young person got stuck in the mud, during a tree planting sesion. This would have previously sent the young person into a complete panic and therefore be unable to deal with the situation. The young person however did not panic, as they trusted myself in being able to help them out of their predicament. The young person also was able to calm themselves and even look at the situation in a more positive light, on reflection (David Boud, no date). The young person was also proud of themselves in their ability to handle the situation, this shows how the young has grown and developed in how to manage their learning disability in certain situations. 
I have developed strong relationships with members of the team, as well as building upon my skills in working with other agencies. Leading activities and being in charge of safeguarding and the delivery of activities has given me confidence in my own abilities as a youth worker. I am able to plan and evaluate an activity, making sure that risk assessments are completed and the safeguarding of young people is at a high priority. 
Areas that I am still developing are associated with more managerial focused roles. Being able to organise, deveop and grow more partnerships, notably to deliver more variety for the placements offered within the Carmarthenshire Me time project, is an area I am passionate about. I also need to delvop my skills in being able to process the referral of new young people accessing the Carmarthenshire Me Time project. New training and building upon my skills is a constant on-going process whilst working with Mencap Cymru; this process enables me to grow in this area of working with young people and to deliver the highest standard of youth work.  
My knowledge regarding Attention Restoration Theory has developed and subsequently helped my youth work practice, as I have been able to to put theory into practice and see the benefits that this has in working with young people. I have also seen how the effects of Attention Restoration Theory has a positive impact upon young people’s mental heath and wellbeing, which I shall deveop in my furthering career as a youth worker. My experiences at Mencap Cymru’s Carmarthenshire Me Time project has helped me greatly in working towards my future youth work goals, as I intend to persue the area of mental health of young people with learning disabilities. The NOS standards adhered to in this section are: LSI YW10, LSI YW11, LSI YW12 and LSI YW30 (NOS, 2012 : 51; 55; 59;131).
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