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AI declaration 
I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

Introduction
This portfolio is separated into two sections. In part one, the author will critically evaluate a journal article. In part two, the author will then reflect on research ethics. 


Part 1: Critical evaluation of a journal article

Introduction
Below, the student will provide a critical evaluation of the journal article written by Williams and Richardson (2024) titled ‘‘What do JNC youth workers conceive of as ‘professional maturity’ in youth work practice’’. The author aims to highlight the strengths and weakness regarding the articles relevance. To summarise, the journal article is a piece of research conducted by Williams and Richardson which its main purpose was to record a glimpse of ‘what JNC practitioners in youth and community work defined as ‘’professional maturity’’’(2024, p.1).
Article weaknesses  
To begin with, this journal article already holds less significance as it is not a peer reviewed article. If Williams and Richardson had gone through the process of getting their article reviewed through other professional peers within the field of youth work, then the journal article would have had much stronger credibility. The reason for this is because by having their article peer reviewed, their research information would have been critiqued and either deemed accurate or inaccurate by experts. 
Another disadvantageous aspect of the journal article is that the authors have failed to specifically define who ‘JNC’ is. The authors have just assumed that the reader will be aware of who JNC is and do not provide any context or definition of the role of JNC. This is not good practice as JNC plays a significant role in the research journal. Furthermore, the authors have also not provided a formal or agreed upon definition from the on set of what ‘professional maturity’ is. By not having a starting and clear definition for the reader to understand the journal title, the authors can create confusion. The authors instead, have chosen to describe the term ‘maturity’ and have provided multiple sources of reference in regard to their understanding of the term (2024, p.4). 
The journal article has been written through a UK lens. A sample size of ‘fifty six respondents’ (2024, p.7) were involved. It is unclear what number of respondents were involved from different parts of the UK. This is slightly concerning as youth workers that operate within Wales will follow different policy that youth workers adhere to in England. This contrast means that there are a number of factors that the authors may have not taken into account when gathering data from their respondents. 
One weakness of the journal article is that the authors choose to label their research participants as ‘’respondents’’ (2024, p.7). While in one sense this is still good practice as the researchers are not releasing any personal details of the participants involved in their research, it does take away the humanistic element. In other words, by not using some form of pseudonyms for the research participants, the authors can risk devaluing the effort and time that the respondents provided for their research. Moreover, it can take away the humanistic approach that the youth work sector values. The youth work sector is founded on the person centred approach. Having a made up name to represent different respondents contributions would have enabled the reader to remember that the research has been gathered from real people.
As mentioned, the journal articles purpose is to provide a ‘snapshot’ (2024, p.1). This then argues the importance of the journal article. Williams and Richardson write that it is not ‘’the intention of the research to debate the outcomes, but rather to provide the current picture from practice’’ (2024, p.8). This then begs the question as to whether or not their research is worthwhile as what they have discovered can not necessarily have a big impact on the future practice of youth workers. Furthermore, the journal article is not really able to provide any ground breaking or solution to a gap in knowledge within the youth work sector. It makes the reader wonder if the research conducted by the authors was really necessary. The journal article does not indicate how they will know that their study has had an impact on the practice of their JNC youth work qualified practitioners. 
Something that the journal article does not include is that of the National Occupational Standards (CLD Standards Council Scotland, 2019) for youth work. In addition to the JNC, the National Occupational Standards are a key factor in the approaches that youth work practitioners in the UK follow. The National Occupational Standards are a form of measurement for youth workers to get qualified. Failure to mention these is like discrediting the value that the National Occupational Standards have for qualified youth workers. 
The authors state that respondents ‘did not have access to the recording’ (2024, p.8) of their online semi-structured interview. It is also unclear if the authors took into account the role of hermeneutics throughout their semi-structured interviews. 
The authors mention how the online questionnaire was ‘built using Microsoft Forms’ (2024, p.7) however they fail to mention if they also used the Microsoft Forms built in tools for analysing the data that they had gathered through it. 
Another angle that the authors could have approached their research topic is by agreeing on a clear definition of what professional immaturity looks like. This definition could have been provided to the respondents in order to get a better understanding of what the opposite could be. 
One major issue that the journal article poses is that the authors did not conduct a ‘physical check’ (2024, p.7) regarding the respondents level of qualification. How can the reader therefore be certain that the respondents are legit and actually qualified to the extent that the researchers say that they are? This creates a level of uncertainty with the information that the researchers have gathered as how can the reader expect what the respondents have said to match with their supposed level of qualification? 
Article strengths 
One major strength of the journal article is that both quantitave and qualitative methods of research were used. The use of an ‘’online questionnaire  and an online semi-structured interview’’ (Williams and Richardson, 2024, p.1) reflect how the authors chose to use a mixed methodology approach within their research process. This meant that the authors did not just rely on numerical data, instead they also gathered quotes and information through conversations about the JNC youth work qualified experiences. By having multiple types of data to analyse, the authors would be able to gather a more in depth outlook in order to form their conclusions. Using semi-structured interviews and not interviews meant that the authors could have created a less formal approach when talking with their respondents. The authors mention how the semi-structured interviews gave ‘’space for exploration of ideas’’ (2024, p.8). However, it is unclear if or how the authors handled conversations going off topic within the interviews. It should however be noted, that all the research methods that were used were done online. The authors discuss the reason behind this being due to the fact that the research gathering ‘’took place during the Covid-19 pandemic’’ (2024, p.2). 
The authors have shared their awareness regarding to their own limitations. They have been self-critical and transparent about bias approach. For example, the authors write how they were ‘’conscious of the respondents’ own backgrounds, experiences, and potential for bias’’ (2024, p.2). Willliams and Richardson provide a description of their own background and experiences as practitioners to the reader (2024, p.6). This demonstrates to the reader that the researchers value transparency. The authors go on to explain how they held meetings in order to directly address any areas of bias that they might come across (2024, p.6). the authors also write how they used the ‘’reflective nature of youth work to underpin their approach’ in the research process. This is a strength of the journal article as it demonstrates that the authors have shared knowledge of the sector that they are researching in. More of the authors reflections and ‘pondering’ (2024, p.7) can be evident throughout the journal article where the authors discuss the analysing process of their data. 
A positive of the journal article is that the authors have indicated that they received ethical permission (2024, p.8). Williams and Richardson express how they also provided ‘support’ to their respondents through IYW (2024, p.8). This point gives the reader the impression that the authors were careful, respectful and considerate of their respondents contribution towards their research. To further strengthen their research and persuaded their readers that they were thorough in their planning, the authors could have incorporated the British Educational Research Association’s Ethical Guidelines (2024). 
Through the journal article, it is evident to see that Williams and Richardson (2024) have used a combination of primary and secondary research to form their article. For example, the use of gathering primary research, research directly from JNC qualified youth practitioners has meant that the authors can analyse raw date from people who have real life experiences and degrees of knowledge within their field. The use of secondary data, sources and references from other authors and institutions is also consistent throughout their piece of work. 
The way that the research data was presented was satisfactory. The authors used direct quotes from respondents and included tables that displayed the data in an appropriate manner. However, the model of ‘professional maturity’ (2024, p.15), without the written explanation behind the diagram, is not an easy diagram to view. Personally, it does not look like something that can easily be explained at a quick glance. 
It is reassuring that the authors have included declarations at the end of their journal article (2024, p.17). This shows the authors intentions and dedication towards the research process. It also reinforces their respect for the respondents that participated in the research.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the student believes that whilst the journal article had some key strengths, the rest of it could have been further researched and developed in order to present a much more balanced and well-structured piece of research. The student does not believe that the journal article was entirely worthwhile. The journal article did provide a cross section of a time in history and its intention was not to provide answers or a solution for future youth work practitioners. There were some fundamental elements that questioned its validity. Overall, the journal article was successful in provoking thinking for the reader and holds great significance in the development of understanding what ‘professional maturity’ can look like. It is the students opinion that the journal article would have benefit from a further research process and greater consistency of data collected and gathered. On the other hand, the student believes that the research conducted created more good than harm and it was evident that to some small extent, ethics were considered. Even the authors have acknowledged their limitations writing that ‘‘future research and development are needed to more deeply explore the impact and changes from this moment in time’’ (2024, p.9). Furthermore, more thought could have been involved when designing how to display the different types of results from the research in order for it to be easier to understand for the reader. 
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Part 2: Research Ethics and Reflection Portfolio 

Introduction and reasons for research ethics
In this section, the author aims to reflect on the importance of research ethics. The term ‘code of ethics’, as described by Sarantakos, surrounds ensuring that there are no ‘’physical and mental harm to respondents, covert or hidden research, invasion of privacy, violation of anonymity and confidentiality, deception, coercion, plagiarism, and fabrication or concealment of findings’’ (2013, p.16 ). In other words, ethics is attached to ‘the idea of morality’’ (Denscombe, 2002, p.174). Researchers have a duty to ensure that the way in which they gather the information that they need is done in a respectful manner. 
Ethics should not just be the foundation of a research project, instead it should be like a thread that runs through the project from start to finish. Standish explains how ethics does not only come into play during the physical research process, instead it begins ‘’at the start of our actions and projects’’(2001, p.212). In other words, the consideration of ethics is ‘’not only in the manner in which it is conducted, but in its aims and orientation’’(2001, p.212). Being aware of the ethics involved in research will ensure all participants, young people and researchers, are respected. 
There are multiple reasons as to why research ethics should be at the core of youth work research projects. One of these is to safeguard the wellbeing of the young people who take part. Not only are researchers in a position of authority to make certain that no troubles are brought upon participants, but researchers also have a duty to end any research that has proved to be harmful to participants/those involved (Sarantakos, 2013, p.17-18). Furthermore, Denscombe draws attention to the fact that the process of receiving consent from research participants ‘’reminds the researcher that the participants are free to say ‘no’ at any stage’’ (2002, p.189).
Another reason as to why ethics play an important role within research is to prevent confusion and protected privacy. Research ethics provides researchers with guidance of how they are able to store data collected from their research participants. The type of data that this could involve are that of numerical statistics or they could be personal quotes such as lived experiences. In a research project it is important that the researcher indicates the degree of confidentiality. This is even more important as the researcher could be receiving information from young people who require parental consent to take part, or are sharing sensitive information. Keeping lines of communication clear between the different research parties will ensure a smoother research process and will help eliminate confusion as to the role each party plays in the process. Another reason as to why transparency is extremely important when conducting research is because a researcher needs to be able to provide a participant with clear guidelines of what and how their contribution will be used. Denscombe highlights how the relevance of research should ‘’never be taken for granted’’ (2002, p.61). This is more pressing within the youth work research context as some of the participants of research may be young people. The ages of these young people can greatly vary, their level of literacy will also be variable. If a young person is not aware of the significance of their responses to a research project, then they could be taken advantage of. This is why the purpose of research has to be carefully explained to young participants in words that they will understand. Young people will need to be aware of what they are signing up for and how their contribution will be used. 
Different types of data collection methods
There are a wide range of different date collection methods. The two most common forms of data collection are through quantitative and qualitative methods. Both quantitative and qualitative research methods have their strengths and weaknesses. Quantitative research primarily involves gathering numerical data such as the number of votes in an election. On the other hand, qualitative research such as interviews are used in order to gather information regarding ‘’people’s life histories or everyday behaviours’’ (Silverman, 2005, p.6). In most cases, a combination of both research methods are used; this is known as a mixed methodology research approach. Silverman writes that ‘’no method of research, quantitative or qualitative, is intrinsically better’’ (2005, p.6) which is why having a mix of the two research styles can build stronger evidence around a particular research focus. 
Furthermore, researchers are able to use primary and secondary research in their process. Primary research is information that has been gathered directly from a source whereas secondary research involves information taken from other sources. Both types of research have advantages and disadvantages. For example, primary research is usually more trustworthy as it has been accessed through one communication channel and the data can be described as raw. 
Analysing data
A literature review is an example of a method of analysing data. In this case, a researcher would be writing a review based on data that already exists and has already been gathered. The process of analysing data greatly depends on the amount of data gathered. If there is a lot of data to process, the length of time to analyse would be much longer. Today, the use of technology has meant that methods of analysing data have been able to become a lot faster. There has been some uncertainty as to whether or not technology should be used when analysing research data. In the current world, ethics, not just within a research context, are being debated. For example, people are deciding the extent humans should be depending on artificial intelligence in their everyday lives. One of the arguments against using technology to analyse research data is due to the fact that there have been previous cases where there have been data breaches or examples of situations where the research data was not stored safely and kept confidential. From these incidents, it is even more important to understand why a code of ethics is crucial within any research project. It means the researcher and participants are able to have guidelines of a safe research practice. Lastly, by ensuring strict access to research data, the researcher will be more capable of ensuring the participants privacy. 
The role of reflection and importance of location oneself
Reflection is a crucial part throughout the research process. At the beginning of a research project, the researcher will think through and plan out their research project. Through this process, the researcher is able to draw upon their past and present knowledge and experiences of their chosen research topic. They are able to be decisive about what they hope to achieve. During this reflection, a researcher will also reflect on what opinions and values they have as their own person. In order for an unbiased research project, the researcher has to be able to set these aside when interacting with other parties. By locating oneself, Smith says a researcher will be more equipped to ‘’deflect questions that might be too personal and could compromise our working relationship’’ (2010, p.36).
Research within the youth work sector
Educational research in the UK is heavily influenced by the British Educational Research Association (2024) (henceforth: BERA). BERA is a charity that is responsible for outlining the ethical standards that ‘’anyone undertaking educational research’’ (2024, p.7) has to use. This is to ensure that the quality of research undertaken across the UK is of good quality. BERA also helps to enable the advancement of policy (BERA, 2024, p.4). The main aims of the BERA guidelines is to provide recommendations to researchers for a safe practice and promote respect between researchers and their participants. Furthermore, the BERA guidelines highlight the ‘’responsibilities to participants’’ through topics such as ‘’consent, transparency, right to withdraw, incentives, harm arising from participation in research, privacy and data storage and disclosure’’ (2024, p.3). BERA also highlights the duties to ‘’sponsors, clients, stakeholders and the environment’’, ‘’to the community of educational researchers’’, ‘’for publication and dissemination’’ as well as ‘’for researcher’s wellbeing and development’’ (2024, p.3). Ethical guidelines and organisations like BERA play an important role as they are like a set of rules that researchers have to follow in order to achieve a safe and well planned research project. The purpose of BERA is promote good research practice methods and create more good than harm.
The University of Wales Trinity Saint David are an example of an establishment that have their own research ethical guidelines. Their guidance, referred to as the ‘’Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice’’ (2022, p.2), was designed to expresses the university’s ‘’commitment to ethical standards’’ (2022, p.3). Just like BERA, they similarly underline a set of regulations for research projects that are undertaken through the university’s association. 
Due to historical events of research participants being taken advantage of, the need to develop ethical codes for research projects has increased. This can be seen as a positive as it means that people who choose to be involved in research are protected and less likely to fall victims to poorly designed research projects. 
Participation in research
The youth work practice is founded on the value of youth workers building voluntary relationships with young people (National Youth Agency, 2026, no page number). This then means that research that youth workers conduct with young people have to be undertaken a little bit differently from other general research projects. In youth work, young people have the choice to choose whether or not they want to participate, not only in a research project, but in any activity that a youth worker may organise. Youth workers that conduct research within their sector will focus to ensure that they have the right type of consent from a young person and that the young person is also aware of when they can withdraw. A youth worker would opt to not select candidates for their research project as this would lead to a biased result. Furthermore, social research surrounds the involvement of people. It is important that youth workers are able to keep the young people there are involving in their research at the focus as they are important contributors. Ethical guidelines such as BERA, will enable youth workers to keep young people safe throughout their research process. 
Conclusion
The author has reflected upon different types of ethical issues within the research process. They have observed how research within the youth work sector differs from other general research projects. Ethical guidance from BERA and UWTSD have also been highlighted in order to explain the key importance of conducting safe and respectful research. Other topics such as participation, location of self, the analysing of data as well as descriptions of different types of data and collection methods have been outlined. Examples of reasons why ethical research is crucial has been discussed, including multiple forms of harm that can become a result of not following ethical research standards. 
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