Young People and Society 1: Advocacy, Empowerment, Participation and Rights – Poster Presentation
[bookmark: _Int_wWA0aYeZ]Students are required, individually, to design and present a poster to be displayed in your Youth Centre outlining the UNCRC for young people and their families. When designing and presenting this poster, students should include their roles as advocates for young people, as a means of ensuring young people can access their rights and have their voices heard.  Your presentation should be supported by wider reading linked to relevant theory and policy, and also linked to the Youth Work National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019).

Hello and welcome, my name is Bethany, and I am training to be a fully qualified youth worker, currently at Level 4. Today, we are going to introduce to you the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, in relation to advocating for your young people, empowering your young people, getting your young people actively participating in the activities and opportunities we provide, and enabling them to have knowledge of their rights and how to promote and champion their rights in everyday scenarios. 

Firstly, I am going to introduce the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, also known as the UNCRC, published by UNICEF (UNICEF, 1989). This is widely recognised across the world and is the basis for Children’s Rights. There are some well-known ones, such as Article 12: “every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously” (UNICEF, 1989). However, there are 54 articles in total and all of them are important and to be followed. Alongside the UNCRC (UNICEF,1989), we also use other policies and theories of youth work, such as the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) and the Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2022), along with Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), among many others. The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) state that there are four values of youth work which are; “Participation and active involvement,” “Equity, diversity, and inclusion,” “Partnership with young people and others,” and “Personal, social, and political development” (CLD Standards Council Standards, 2019). Together, these policies, theories, and values help us to create the best methods of professional practice that we can as individuals and as a team.

[bookmark: _Int_6zlpSurE][bookmark: _Int_aX1sKH62]We always attempt to base our practice around four main characteristics of youth work, which are advocacy, empowerment, participation, and rights. These four unique characteristics of youth work all work together hand in hand within professional practice. Advocacy is when someone speaks up for their opinions, views, or concerns for themselves or on behalf of someone else. In the setting of youth work, this could be understanding where a young person is coming from when they get in trouble at school and working with a member of school staff to put an action plan in place, for the benefit of the school staff and the student in question. As one of the five pillars of youth work, empowerment is essential to professional practice in the field of youth work. Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2022) describes empowering young people as “equipping young people with the understanding and the skills to enable them to exercise their rights,” while being supported and encouraged as they are developing and growing in all areas of life and getting involved with their communities (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2022). Along with empowerment, participation is also one of the five pillars of youth work and is described in the Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (2022) as “encouraging and supporting young people to become partners in, and share responsibility for, the opportunities, learning processes and decision-making structures which affect their own and other people's lives and environments” (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2022). Lastly, here, children’s rights are important to us as they were created to protect and provide for our children and young people. In Wales, as well as the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989), we also have children’s rights promoted by the Children’s Commissioner for Wales, who is Rocio Cifuentes. There have been four Children’s Commissioners for Wales so far, starting with Peter Clarke in 2001, then Keith Towler who took over in 2008, then Sally Holland in 2015, who was succeeded by Rocio Cifuentes in 2022. 

Interestingly, the four main values of the National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019), the five pillars of youth work from the Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2022), and the four characteristics of youth work that we are looking at specifically today are all intertwined. Therefore, the significance of these parts of youth work are almost triple emphasised and they are particularly important to youth workers in their everyday working lives. Building and developing these values and characteristics as an individual youth worker and as a team of youth workers helps and guides us to improve our empathy and understanding towards every situation a young person comes to us with, and it can enable us to equip your young people with toolkits for many challenges they may face out in the world, once they are out of your protection and ours. 

[bookmark: _Int_U6esEZP6][bookmark: _Int_naZO4KfC]One thing we can all do, especially as parents and carers, is to be invested in gaining knowledge of what the world is like for young people. There are a lot of frightening stories on the news and around the media now, and these may cause unexpected and even adverse reactions in our young people. It is important as their carers to be understanding of these reactions and to empower them by giving them a voice to talk about their worries and concerns; then either encouraging them to advocate for themselves or advocate for them if needed. As we begin to see all of the things that our young people see, read, and hear, then we can acknowledge and equip them to deal with whatever they may face, in the most effective way possible. 

[bookmark: _Int_2vShBMl5][bookmark: _Int_Jm1d8TWd][bookmark: _Int_ZX0PvOqh][bookmark: _Int_DTrq1uaI][bookmark: _Int_FVDniG7V]What do you think would happen if we actually listened to what our young people have to say about their lives and local areas? Do you think we would be better off if we did not group them together as one, almost looking at every young person as the same one? I believe that in Wales and the UK generally, we are far too harsh and general when we talk about young people. I understand that some people have had bad experiences with young people, however now, as a society, we tend to group young people as if they are all the same; but each young person is unique and discovering their own identity, and they mostly express themselves in beautiful ways. It is not fair to blame every negative thing that happens in a community on teenagers or young people, because it is not always them. When young people are given an opportunity, they can do incredible things and I do not think that there are enough opportunities for young people to get involved in their local communities. As a youth centre, we are working on getting more outreach work into the local community to create new opportunities for the community but also for the young people to get involved, first and foremost. This means that as a community, we are advocating for our young people, empowering them, and encouraging them to actively participate in a safe space. Can you think of some things that we, as a society and in our communities, tend to blame on young people? Call out some ideas when you think of any. Then do you think that we could change our thinking in some or all of these areas to enable young people to make positive changes, instead of just thinking negatively? 

[bookmark: _Int_rMSh2zFI][bookmark: _Int_7vL2Ey1l]In terms of advocating for children and young people from a government perspective, Wales is ahead of many countries from around the world. As of May 2005, only 31 countries worldwide had a children’s commissioner; this included Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland (Batty, 2005). The first country to have a children’s commissioner was Norway in 1982, so the concept of a children’s commissioner is fairly new in the big picture (Batty, 2005). Additionally, Scandanavian countries are known for being some of the happiest countries in the world, whereas residents of countries like the United Kingdom and the United States of America are reported as some of the unhappiest people in the world. Wales had its first children’s commissioner, Peter Clarke in 2001, only 19 years after Norway. England had its first children’s commissioner in March of 2005, Professor Al Aynsley-Green (Workforce, 2005), rapidly following Lord Laming’s report on the Victoria Climbie inquiry (Children’s Commissioner, 2024). As of 2015, 196 countries have formally consented to abide by the UNCRC with the last countries to consent being Somalia and South Sudan (UNICEF, 2024). To many of you, it will come as a surprise to know that the only country to not have consented to the UNCRC is the United States of America (UNICEF, 2024). We are fortunate to have a forward-thinking government in Wales when it comes to children and young people, generally speaking. 

Some of you may be wondering what the significance of a children’s commissioner’s work in a youth centre setting is. However, a children’s commissioner is responsible for all young people up to the age of 18, for young people up to the age 21 if they have been in care, and up to the age of 25 if they have been in care and are still in education (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). The role of the Children’s Commissioner is to inform all people of children’s rights and their importance, and how children’s rights are affected by decisions made within different bodies, including the government, and currently Rocio Cifuentes is leading a team to do that (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2024). The Government, locally and nationally, have a responsibility to care for and do what is best for all people, including children and young people. 

[bookmark: _Int_EyhJi3iF][bookmark: _Int_uFT6Y2Ef][bookmark: _Int_pHxjE5aK]As youth workers in a youth centre, all of the activities that we run somehow enable one or more of the articles of the UNCRC to be met. It could be as simple as giving your young people a safe space to relax and socialise or giving them a safe space to share their opinions and views on topics that are important to them. One idea to help empower young people is to teach them how to create and use affirmations in a healthy and encouraging way for themselves and for others. Another idea is to promote participation by listening to the young people in sharing what they are interested in, and what they like and dislike. We can also use Hart’s Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992) in practice to create a professional system of accountability for the improvement of general and individual practice. The theory of Hart’s Ladder of Participation (Hart, 1992) deters non-participative practices such as manipulation, decoration, and tokenism. These types of practices do not encourage young people to participate and creates a toxic environment. Instead, Hart’s theory (Hart, 1992) promotes a healthy culture of youth work led by young people with space for youth workers to step in if needed. This develops and motivates active participation in young people and enables them to have a safe space to discover and explore their identity. 

[bookmark: _Int_Ixi5RAaQ][bookmark: _Int_IeHwSfuK][bookmark: _Int_ldiclw3Z]I would like to try an activity with you all here today. The first step is for everyone to think of three things that you tell yourselves or they could be things that you think of yourselves. These could be positive or negative, but the first three phrases that come to mind about yourself. I will set a thirty second timer for this and then I will give you the next step. [30 second timer]. The second step of this activity is for everyone to think about saying those three things directed at a loved one. Parents and carers can think about saying these things directed at the children you care for, for example. For those of you who are children and young people, can you imagine saying those things to your parents, siblings, or best friend? I imagine most of you who thought negative things would struggle with, even thinking of saying these things to a loved one. I am wondering what would happen if we all changed our mindsets, so that we say things to ourselves that we would be happy to encourage a loved one with. For example, saying “I am enthusiastic” or “I am passionate,” instead of saying, “I am not talented” and “I am not good enough.” Would we all be generally happier? Would we create a better community and society where all are accepted and belong at all times? I created this idea from Dweck’s theory of a growth mindset that we try and encourage our young people to develop (Dweck, 2007). 

[bookmark: _Int_DY84lsRM]Moving on, youth workers have a duty of care for young people. They are to encourage and support young people. This means affirming the young people and helping them to discover their identity and harness their strengths. Youth workers are privileged to work in the position that they do, especially in school environments as it opens up opportunity for youth workers to step in to advocate for young people. It also allows youth work as a non-formal and informal system of education to work alongside and complement formal education; helping young people with formal education by engaging them in non-formal and informal methods and approaches. 

[bookmark: _Int_CCFz3LFc]Next, I would like everyone in the room to participate in this activity. I would like you to think of two or more things that you would like to change or add to our support system for children and young people in Wales. Imagine you are writing a letter to the Welsh Government or to the Children’s Commissioner, and what you would want to say about it to someone in a government position, bearing in mind everything you have already heard. I will give a one minute timer, starting now. [one minute timer]. Now I hope most, if not all of you have thought of one or two things and I would encourage you to write down a suggestion, anonymously if you would prefer, and put it in the suggestion box as you are leaving. This is for research purposes for us to know what is most needed for your young people who are coming into our care on a weekly basis. 

[bookmark: _Int_IHcdofJp]In conclusion, children’s rights are very important to us in this youth centre and as youth workers, we endeavour to uphold and enable most, if not all, of these rights of the UNCRC for every young person we encounter. Even today within this event, we have tried to uphold at least Article 13: the “right to information” and Article 42: To “let all children and families know about children’s rights” (Children’s Commissioner of Wales, 2024). I can try and answer any questions you may have. The references to all of the information included are on the back of the poster. Thank you very much for listening. 
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