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Applied Social and Educational Research

Introduction – Part 1
During part 1 of the applied social and educational research essay, the student will be critically and carefully analysing a research article by Simon Williams and Ruth Richardson called “What do JNC Youth Workers conceive of as ‘Professional Maturity’ in Youth Work practice”. Throughout part 1 the student will be looking into methodology, ethics whilst investigating the positives and limitations to the article and its research. Across this essay the student will be inserting their opinions on the article/research whilst using academic literature to emphasise their understanding. 

Critical Evaluation of the journal article 
The clear focus on the article created by Simon Williams and Ruth Richardson is to highlight the understanding of professional maturity amongst youth workers and how/if its effects their job role in youth and community work. The authors believe that there’s no simple meaning when discussing professional maturity, especially in youth work. According to Sajwani (2024) Professional maturity isn’t just about age or how much experience someone has. It’s about how a person handles their work and relationships with responsibility, emotional awareness and willingness to learn and grow. It can be seen in the way people manage their emotions, make decision, deal with stress, work with others and adapt to challenges at work. Building professional maturity is important because it helps with career growth, creating strong relationships and feeling satisfied in your job. Due to youth work being classed as informal the authors state that it is viewed as less professional compared to other occupations and there are many factors that contribute towards the concept of professionalism. The authors have used research methods like interviews and collected interesting information from youth workers in practice which has brought themes and similarity to light about professional maturity. 
The researchers aim for the research is to understand how professional maturity is seen today which will then advance further research in the future and its effect on practice. The researchers used online questionnaires due to the Covid-19 pandemic and follow-up interviews to collect their data. Online surveys are becoming increasingly popular due to the simplicity, convenience and cost-effective way to collect data (Andrade, 2020). However, Signh and Sagar (2021) suggest the risks of online surveys can be unethical due to the risk of breaking confidentiality as data safety online could be easily lost, stolen or misplaced. The online questionnaires were open for 3 weeks and shared through youth work networks to youth workers all around the UK. The researched believed that it would be best to use a phenomenological approach to this research by using open-ended questions in their questionnaire as it would allow participants to give more detailed responses in their own words. A phenomenological approach is a qualitative research approach This type of research focuses more on the experience and perspective of the participants (Neubauer, Witkop and Varpio, 2019). The student believes this research method is more fitting with the authors intentions, as professional maturity focuses more on experience and practice rather than facts and figures. By using a qualitative method, the authors would be able to gather much more personal and in-depth answers from the participants which will then help the authors gain a better understanding of opinions on professional maturity within UK youth workers. LiGRE (2022) states that qualitative research helps to identify social trends, people’s opinions, attitudes, beliefs and motivations. It can help explain the main causes of problems and create new ideas or hypotheses that can be tested later. 
After the 3-week period came to an end for the participants, the researchers discovered that majority of youth workers that took part were level 6-7 qualified youth workers and only two participants were level 2 qualified youth workers. In the students view, this research lacks in inclusivity and could cause biasness in the research. Due to majority of the participants being level 6-7 qualified youth workers the researchers are gaining many opinions from youth workers having a considerable amount of experience and knowledge in which would have a much better understanding of professional maturity. Considering different perspectives in research is extremely important. If researchers ignore this, it can lead to bias, leave out certain groups and produce results that do not represent the wider population. Different perspectives can challenge what people assume, highlight patterns that might not be obvious, and help lead to new and creative solutions (University of Derby, 2024). The researchers also state that they are both qualified youth workers and experienced practitioners. However, they both have their differences with one working primarily in Global Youth work and the other working with people of faith, refugees and migrant communities. The researchers didn’t enquire about confirmation of participants qualifications; the student observes that this could create untrustworthy results which could cause unreliable research. 
Other differences consist of one being male and the other female, and their qualifications being level 6 and level 3. Both researchers are aware that there could be elements of bias, however they both have actively tried to reduce this by reflecting, challenging each other and regular communicating. By being aware of the research being biased and actively tried to reduce this, it shows that they have been reflexive. According to Hammond (2022), “reflexivity generally refers to the examination of one’s own beliefs, judgements and practices…”. There are many risks to not being reflexive when presenting social research, one main aspect of this would be not recognising the role of a researcher in which can hide possible bias and can influence how researchers gather and consider information which could lead to unreliable and unfair results (Shepherd, Noble and Parkin, 2022). Considering this information the students acknowledge the active effort that the researchers are doing to prevent biased opinion. However, the student believes that being biased can be reduced but could never be removed. Neil (2024) agrees and states that it is impossible for individuals to completely remove their cognitive or unconscious biases, as this is how a human brain functions. Neil shows research that shows that everyone holds biases, and even those who see themselves as researchers are not fully free from biases. 
Being ethical encourages important values needed when doing research and working together, such as trust, responsibility, respect and fairness (Resnik, 2020). During the article the student believes that the researchers were mostly ethical in their research. For example, the authors took responsibility in acknowledging that there could be biasness in the research there for tried to limit this. Another reason in which the research was ethical is that the participant was voluntarily taking part in questionnaires and interviews. By voluntarily participating the participators were giving consent to the researchers to continue. This shows ethical research values of respect, care and fairness (Xu, Baysari, Stocker et al, 2020). Another example of being ethical is that the researchers shared back findings with participants in the debrief session. The student feels this is very ethical as it shows respect and trans parity between the researchers and the participants. According to NHS (2024) “being transparent about your research build trust... When research is carried out openly and transparently, everyone will be able to see what research is happening and the outcomes from the finished studies”. 
On the other hand, the student feels that there are times in which the research like ethics. Although the participants details (names, ages) were never mentioned there was no clear point in which confidentiality or anonymity were mentioned in the article or during their research. Researchers must make sure that all data collected, handled and stored according to data protection laws while still following ethical principles. Ethical approaches to confidentiality show trust, in which researchers need to act honestly and respect the private information shared by participants (Vitae, 2025). Other unethical research is the lack of inclusivity with participants for the research. The student believes this can cause unfair results and misleading information because of this. Almouzni (2024) states that including a wide range of participants helps make sure that research finding better represent the overall population. If diversity is not considered in research, it can lead to biased results and reinforce stereotypes. Lastly, the student believes that the online interviews weren’t ethical practice, as all the participants were given questions which needed strong and thought-out answers. However, the participants were never given the questions before hand to think over and plan. Haukas and Tishakov (2024) state that there are many benefits to giving interview questions in advance which include better participant engagement and reflexivity, less anxiety during the interview and most importantly, more considered and detailed responses. 
One strength that the student has of the article is the clear structure that the researchers have used to present this information. The authors have created a clear introduction by stating simply what the article is about and its aims. The conclusion was also clear as they discuss the outcomes of the research and also summarised the information that was found. According to Space Studies (2024) a well-structured article improves readability and helps make sure the research is presented clearly and in a logical and organised way. Although the authors never shared their target audience, it is clear to see that this research/ article will suit higher qualified youth workers. The student believes this is due to majority of the participants being highly educated and experienced already. The article seems it would be quite difficult to read for unexperienced, newly qualified youth workers due to its advanced information and terms. Knowing your audience helps you decide what information to include, how to organise information and what details are needed so the reader can understand what the author is presenting whilst also influencing the tone and overall structure of the article (University of Maryland Global Campus, n.d.)
To conclude, the article provides useful and clear information on professional maturity in youth work by the articles results suggesting that professional maturity is constructed socially and is adaptable rather than a fixed result. The results of the research were presented well by using qualitative research methods which gave a more in-depth analysis on the topic by focusing on experiences and practice rather than facts and figures. The level of transparency and reflexivity were clear in which strengthened this article/ research. However, from this essay it is clear that there are many aspects that needed adjusting to make the research and article more trustworthy and equal, for example the inconsistency of participants and their qualifications/ experience and biasedness from the authors.
The student believes that this essay has allowed them to gain/strengthen many skills and has helped develop a deeper understanding of social and educational research. It has allowed the student to critically think and evaluate articles more confidently by finding deeper concepts of writing for example finding strengths, limitations, evaluating ethics and methodology within research. Overall, this essay strengthened my understanding and confidence with analytical skills and evaluate research in a more critical and open way. 

Introduction- Part 2
During the second part to this essay, the student will be discussing how they would conduct their research. The student will be presenting a ‘Youth work starter park’ to the reader in which the student will then converse how research for this project would take place and presenting research methods such as methodology, ethics and critical thinking throughout the essay.
 
Research ethics and reflection portfolio
The student has created a project called a “Youth Work Starter Pack”. This project is going to consist of a box filled with items that a new youth worker would need in their day-to-day job with young people. The first starter pack will focus on ‘icebreakers’, therefore a box filled with icebreaker games and activities that is all compact in to one box for whenever and where ever. Vitello, Ali, Spolton-Dean et al, 2019) state that icebreakers are often used to help learners and educators get to know each other before starting a session. They can improve learning in different ways, such as boosting energy levels, encouraging connections between learners and giving educators a better understanding of group dynamics. Ice breakers can begin the Bruce Tuckman (1965) ‘Stages of Group Development. This theory demonstrates the stages of becoming a group. Tuckman believes that there are 4 stages of group development which are Forming (individuals meet and get to know each other), Storming (normally experiences of conflict and disagreement), Norming (the group start to working together positively), and Performing (where the group work together effectively towards set goals) (West Chester University, 2024). The student believes that icebreakers amongst young people and youth workers positively begins the forming stage of Tuckman’s theory. 
For this project to be successful the student will carry out research with youth workers and young people. The student has decided to undertake a mixture or research methodology which will be quantitative and qualitative research. By using both research methods, it will help reduce the limitation of each method, it can provide stronger evidence and give more confidence in the findings. Using both methods together can also produce more detailed results than using each method separately (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). 
To begin the research there will be a questionnaire sent out to a variety youth workers around the UK who work in different sectors of youth work (community sector, voluntary sector, government funded youth work etc.). This questionnaire will be using a quantitative research method. According to Evans (2024) quantitative research involved collecting and analysing numerical data. This type of date is usually well structured and is used produce statistics, data, graphs and charts. The student believes that a quantitative method would work best to begin this project as I provide clear and simple information. It allows the student to see a clear overview on needs and priorities for the project whilst also seeking information on if there will be support from youth workers around the UK in this project. Quantitative research is best for starting projects and business as it usually is more structured than qualitative research methods because it helps provide insights on customers, engagement, and overall market. The results are often in graphs and bar charts, which makes the information easier to understand (Design, 2023). In this questionnaire to the youth workers there will be questions like “What age groups do you work with?”, “How often do you use ice breakers in your occupation?” along with many more. Even though the questionnaire will be quantitative based, the student would also like to get a deeper understanding of the participators to better the project and find out needs and aims in the youth work sector. Some qualitative questions will consist of “What challenges do youth workers face when working with young people?” and “What type of icebreakers works best with young people”. By the youth workers answering these questions the student will be able to have better understanding and create goals and aims for the project to meet these.
The second part of the research will be with young people. The student believes that speaking to the young people directly will give a better insight again on what needs and challenges that they face along with what they like to see and do when participating in youth work. This way the student will then be able to adjust and adapt the project to what best suits the young people and get better outcomes out of the project. Barriers of Education (2025) believe that “Young people are experts in their own lives. They live their experiences day to day, and their insight are crucial to understanding what’s working, what isn’t, and what support might help.” Allowing young people to voice their opinions, ideas, emotions and knowledge is part of youth work and is one of the five pillars (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022). This part of the research will be qualitative based, as the student will be going to a variety of youth work areas and having group discussions with young people on what they think of the project and ask for their opinions. In the group discussions the student will be asking questions like “What do you think about icebreakers?” and “What icebreakers do you enjoy?”. By doing this the student will be able to take this information on board and create a project which will be beneficial and fun to young people and will be effective for youth workers when working with young people.
“Ethics are a personal code of conduct based on respect for one’s self, others and surroundings and is governed by the principles or assumptions underpinning the way individuals or organisations ought to conduct themselves.” (University of Stirling, 2019). This quote states the importance of ethics in social research. The student agrees with this and suggests that ethics when doing research especially with young people need to be managed carefully and safely. The authors acknowledge that safeguarding is one of the main ethics in social research as it promotes a safe environment and reduces risk of harassment, bullying and all kind of abuse. Therefore, in this project the student will ensure to obtain consent from youth workers and young people before beginning this research. To do this the student will ask young people over the age of 18 if they are happy to take part in this project. Regards to young people under the age of 18 will need to give assent or consent of their parents or legal guardians. According to University of Alaska Fairbanks (2019), there is a big different between giving assent and consent. Consent can only be given by individuals who are legally old enough to provide it (18 and over). Assent refers to the agreement of someone who is not legally able to give consent but still agrees to take part. When working with children or adults who are unable to give consent, permission must be obtained from a parent or legal guardian as well as assent from the individual involved. Therefore, before the student goes to a variety of youth work areas, they will contact the manager of the sector and ask to send a consent from to the parents or legal guardians to fill out before the young people can take part in the group discussions. 
Confidentiality is also another very important ethic to research and is a major factor towards positive safeguarding. Albudaiwi (2018) states that confidentiality and anonymity are ethical practices that help protect participants’ privacy during the collection, analysis and reporting of data. Confidentiality means keeping personal or identifying information separate from the date to ensure individuals cannot be identified. To ensure confidentiality, the student will create a Microsoft forms survey which will have questions regarding the project only. The youth workers taking part will not need to provide any personal information other than the type of youth work sector they work in. This way it will ensure confidentiality when analysing and reporting data. It will also guarantee a reduced risk of bias, due to the lack of personal data. Having an unconscious bias is the connections we hold like being influenced by background, personal experience and experiences (Imperial College London, 2024). Therefore, by not knowing personal information will reduce the risk of connection between the student and the participants. Using Microsoft is also another way of keeping confidentiality as it is a trusted company with little to no problems with losing data and other risks towards confidential information (Microsoft, 2024).  
When having group discussions with young people, confidentiality will be active throughout. During the conversations the student will be writing down key points and factors which are important and effective to the projects research, rather than recorded. This way the information given by the young people will be filtered and handpicked by the student without including personal information like names, locations and ages and without risk of losing information or being hacked/ sent elsewhere.  According to Summit County Children Services (2023) it is extremely important to have confidentiality when working with children and young people as it gains the young person’s trust. It also develops a young person’s confidence in speaking up about issues that bother them. Mind (2021) also state that the only time professionals should break confidentiality is if there is a risk concern about a young person’s safety or if information is needed to be shared by law.
 “Bias in research refers to a systematic error that can occur during the design, conduct or interpretation of a study, leading to inaccurate conclusions. It can occur at any stage of the research process and can have a significant impact on the reliability and validity of the findings.” (CASP, 2025). The author also states that recognising and understanding biases is important for maintaining the integrity of research studies. By being aware of biases and putting steps in place to reduce it, research can improve the quality of their data collection and produce more accurate and reliable findings. The student believes that they do not have many biases to this project. However, one main bias that could occur is the favoritism in a youth work sector. The student recognises that they have had majority of their experiences in voluntary and charity sectors working and volunteering in youth clubs. Therefore, there might be biases towards that sector rather than other sector because of experiences, opinion and also lack of knowledge of other sectors. None the less, the student acknowledges this and is going make conscious efforts to reduce the biases throughout this research/project. 
Conclusion
In conclusion, the student now has a greater understanding of the processes and principles of social and educational research within youth work. The student has educated themselves on the steps of research such as the importance of research ethics, methodology and biases and how it can have a detrimental effect on research. By focusing on a project and planned how they would conduct their research, it has put them into a realistic position of a social and educational researcher which has grown their understanding of the subject and the thoughts, knowledge and skills that is needed to conduct positive and effective research. 
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