Undertake a critical evaluation of a Journal Article relevant to your discipline of study.
This assessment will critique a peer-reviewed article on the evaluation and measurement of youth work by the authors Doherty and de St Croix, both experienced research contributors within the youth work sector (King’s College London, 2023, BERA, 2023). This submission will briefly examine the content of the article before exploration of the methodology, methods and context of the research to verify the article’s robustness and reliability. The article uses a constructivist research paradigm, gathering qualitative data from extensive interviews and observations. The article explains that the data was analysed to identify themes, on which research questions were based. The data was then subsequently decoded to give some sense to their findings. As with all research, this is an attempt to decipher the information and understand what is relevant and what is not (Denscombe, 1998). This critique will look at how effective this approach is, identifying areas that may lack validity and reliability. It will look at the tone, language and audience for which it is designed and consequently the success at presenting their research findings to this audience. 
The article entitled ‘The everyday and the remarkable: Valuing and evaluating youth work’ is described as the second part of four phases of study that ‘investigates how a policy focus on impact measurement is enacted in youth work settings, and how it is perceived and experienced by those involved’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The article focuses on an ‘open youth work’ environment such as ‘youth clubs and detached (street-based) work’ (POYWE, 2016), as well as ‘specific groups focused on shared identities and experiences’ rather than on youth environments which are categorised on ‘adult-defined needs, deficits or ‘risk factors’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019).  
[bookmark: _Hlk131793293]It follows a policy network analysis of the three-year study, and precedes future in-depth case studies, which it is assumed will follow on from the research in this article before undertaking 'film-making, dialogue and mutual learning’. These two later activities are not explained in the article, although given the date of the article, 2019, and the stated period of the research, 2018 – 2021, it can be assumed they have not yet taken place. This article, focusing on ‘visits, focus groups and interviews’, is ‘the first to be published from our research’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The purpose of the study is pointed out as it seeks to ‘highlight tensions in measuring and evaluating youth work’, specifically arguing that ‘the way practice is recognised and valued by young people and youth workers is disconnected from the way it is measured, monitored and evaluated’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). It states that ‘remarkable’ practices in youth work are not captured in the ‘normal’ evaluation and monitoring processes, and that this leads to an inability to correctly assess and consider the actual ‘needs and realities of practice’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The reasons why inaccurate evaluation occurs in practice are discussed in depth focusing on the evaluation process of information gathering, the influence of a ‘economic and social context’ and the ‘inequalities, poverty, colonial histories and environmental devastation – in which youth work and its evaluation take place’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The article presents a narrative that young people have an ‘understandable resistance to being subjected to measurement and surveillance as a means of social control’ (Skott-Myhre, 2006). It uses this point as a reason why ‘young people and youth workers’ may be reluctant ‘to comply with evaluation and tracking’ activities to gather monitoring and evaluation data (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The article further looks at the influence of ‘hierarchical relationships within the youth sector, funding bodies and policy-making’ in the gathering and the subsequent decision-making around youth work evaluation. It considers how the inability to capture what is happening in youth settings, described as the ‘remarkable’, leads to poor policy decision-making in the ‘sale of buildings and the closure of popular grassroots facilities’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The article offers no specific recommendations, but a conclusion that advocates for changes in the approaches to youth work monitoring and evaluation at a strategic planning level (Mintzberg, 1994). The article includes limited references to other research and literature, and the authors have given their conclusions on their observations. 
The article was published in a peer-reviewed online journal that ‘offers a critical space for the discussion of youth policy and youth work theory and practice’ (Youth & Policy, 2017-2023). The authors state, ‘We offer this article in the spirit of collaborative endeavour and debate’ (Doherty and de St Croix). Specifically, the article looks to highlight ‘issues relevant to young people’ focusing mainly on youth and community work and ‘related professional interventions’ (Youth & Policy, 2017-2023). It offers ideas to consider, rather than providing a highly academic paper using the highest level of research rigour. However, the article does follow clear research protocols. 
The article evidences the importance of outlining the specific questions asked within the research being investigated (Higgs 2009) allowing the reader to understand the basis of the argument throughout:
· Does evaluation suit the setting?
· Does evaluation reinforce or challenge unequal power relations?
· Does evaluation capture and value both the every day and the remarkable elements of practice?
(Doherty and de St Croix, 2019)
There are three methodological approaches in social research; positivist, constructivist and pragmatist (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Positivist approaches are black and white, consist of quantitative data and generally lend themselves to more scientific research. Quantitative research consists of more data and statistics that are hard evidence scientists need to support or disprove theories in their field of study (Punch, 1998). Constructivist approaches rely on different people’s perceptions and researchers trying to understand people’s lived reality (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). More depth is required for this type of approach and therefore, qualitative research generally uses a combination of surveys, interviews and questionnaires. Pragmatist approaches are positioned between positivism and constructivism (Denscombe, 1998). Pragmatist researchers are interested in what works; they emphasise a problem and use all approaches to understand it. The pragmatic worldview or ‘a basic set of beliefs that guide action’ (Guba, 1990, cited in Creswell and Creswell, 2018, p.5), is about finding out what is wrong and solving it. 
The methodology is the methods or tools used to gather all the research to gain more knowledge and understanding of a specific problem or area of concern (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). The authors do not state their methodological positioning however; it appears to be constructivist which lends itself to qualitative data and the authors specifically state, ‘We participated in and observed 26 youth work sessions, debriefs and meetings, and undertook 33 interviews and focus groups with 15 managers and administrators, 27 youth workers, and 43 young people’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). One could argue that a constructivist methodological positioning is appropriate as the article concerns people; it requires a sociological perspective because people’s lived experiences and realities, or ontologies, are different. To gather enough evidence and data to present an argument or debate, one needs richness and depth of data (Morrow, 2005). As Wolcott (1992, cited in Punch 2005, p. 57) points out, qualitative data includes empirical materials which are the data gathered from ‘watching, asking or examining’; data gathered from the authors’ participation and observations of ‘26 youth work sessions’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). This is the primary data as it is a first-hand account of the research. From the depth of the research undertaken, it would appear that the authors immersed themselves in the study; they take an ethnographical perspective to understand the challenges they present (Punch, 2005).  One could argue that it is a subjective demonstration of a commitment to their work and a passion for the practices carried out within this sector. 
Phenomenological research is concerned with individuals’ life experiences; it explores subjective phenomena such as conversations, and the meaningful interactions that occur between human beings (Creswell, 2009). According to Guerrero-Castañeda et al. (2017), phenomenological research is used where there is limited knowledge of an area. Therefore, it appears that the authors have taken a phenomenological approach to their research as ‘there is a growing focus on proportionate and equitable evaluation within and beyond youth work’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019).
The article reports on a research study however, the authors do not clearly outline their methodology and the expected result. Their approach is not fully explained such as the details of the questions the researchers asked interviewees or the authors’ method of coding the responses. Therefore, it is difficult to agree with their findings as not all the information is available. It would appear that there is not adequate academic rigour for the reader to conclude. As Tarozzi (2020) points out, the qualitative methods of a researcher need to be robust or their subjectivity may be too obvious and invalidate their argument. Therefore, as their methodological approach, specifically, the recording and decoding of the data, is unclear, their conclusion is not justified. They make the point that youth work is more complex than the general public perceives. They state that ‘there are significant limitations to much of the evaluation processes’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019), however, that is more their opinion than a coherent argument they have put to the reader. 
Qualitative research is commonly used, and increasingly popular, in the social sciences as it can be used to explore human behaviour and development at organisational levels (Mohajan, 2018). Denscombe (2021, p. 348) states that qualitative research often relies on the author providing a ‘convincing narrative’ for the reader, particularly where interviews and observations are used to put forward a point. Denscombe (2021) also points out that it is easy for transcripts to be taken out of context and the authors use several quotations throughout the article to build their argument. For example, although the responses in the interviews conducted with young people are included, they are negative responses to the monitoring and evaluation processes. Young people made comparisons to school and there was reluctance to fill out evaluation forms. ‘You don’t come here to fill out forms, you know? (Jasmine, young person, Fairlight Youth Centre’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). However, as the authors only visited eight youth work settings, this is a very small sample of qualitative data that they appear to make a judgement on, describing the evaluation processes as ‘repetitive, boring and meaningless’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). According to Bowen (2006), one of the weaknesses in qualitative research is that the researchers’ and other individuals’ perspectives need to be made clear or there is a risk of bias. As other quotes, included in the article, are examples that corroborate their research and consequently their argument, it would appear that this is a deliberate tone throughout the article. 
The article was written for ‘evaluators, practitioners, educators and researchers from a range of related settings’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019) and they use appropriate language for the targeted audience. It uses simple straightforward language and arguments to make its point. For instance, they provide clear definitions for terms such as ‘open youth work’ and ‘open orientation’. 
The authors present the good practices in youth work however, they also wish to contribute to the ‘continued development of suitable and flexible systems of evaluation and accountability more widely’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The article presents an argument that is built on past research, ‘Previous research has set out the disjuncture between youth work practice and how it is evaluated’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019) and the authors have referenced several individual authors. However, it could be suggested that the article needed to include further details of other research undertaken in this field to present a stronger argument. 
Despite the facts being verified through specific references to multiple individual authors, there is an imbalance between the facts and opinions. The article is more opinion based where the authors have made their own perceptions and interpretations such as when they describe open youth work as ‘fluid and responsive to need’ and ‘youth workers adapt, almost chameleon-like, in their interactions with young people’. They also point out that open youth work ‘is often chosen by those who are marginalised and oppressed in society’ however, there are no statistics to validate this. The authors state, ‘the intrinsic value for young people of having a space outside of school and home where they can be together’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019) implies that youth work settings offer a leisure space for all young people, not only marginalised or poverty-stricken. It appears that the authors have made assumptions based on their own experience and therefore, there is potential for the reader to interpret the study from a different perspective, especially if they are unfamiliar with the sector.   
The authors ‘suggest that policy makers, funders and managers engage with those closest to practice – young people and youth workers’, and yet it would appear that there is no recognition or ethical considerations of the rights of the children if they are subjected to monitoring and evaluation processes in the first place. The article has highlighted that a different approach to monitoring and evaluation needs to happen as ‘many experience heightened levels of surveillance, and are suspicious and critical of evaluation and monitoring that seems to echo or reinforce unequal structures’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). Therefore, the political agenda the authors aim to highlight could have presented a stronger argument for the targeted audience of this article if legislation was included. For example, legislation, such as the Wellbeing of Future Generations Wales Act 2015, requires approaches that embed children’s rights such as empowerment, and agency and put young people at the centre of decision-making processes. Furthermore, the authors point out that, ‘impact measurement and accountability mechanisms can and must be more clearly rooted in the needs and realities of practice’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019).
In terms of structure, the article is organised logically with headings. It starts with an introduction, followed by an outline of their study, and an analysis which considers their three research questions before detailing their conclusions. Although there is no abstract, the authors begin with a field note taken from a youth service in Melham, England which gives a scenario to represent the ‘remarkable’ work undertaken by youth workers. One could argue that this is an unusual introduction and appears to set a persuasive tone for the rest of the article. It is only when reading further into the text that one realises this article is part of a three-year study. One could argue that this fact could have been mentioned from the onset as it would have clarified some important points for the reader. For example, the authors state that some of the specific details from their observations would be included in other articles that would be presented at a later date. 
Whilst the authors argue that the ‘everyday and remarkable’ youth work that they have witnessed and experienced needs to be recognised, they believe this can only be achieved through raising awareness with the people who have power and control over youth work provision. They state that ‘the subtlety of what happens in youth work settings’ and the complexity of measuring practice in the sector relies on ‘less hierarchical relationships’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). However, little evidence is provided in the article, other than their own observations, to support this.
In terms of them presenting their argument, one could argue that a youth worker’s review of the article would be very different from someone who is not familiar with the area. As Bloomer et al. (2021) point out, the variation and diversity of youth work can present stand-alone challenges as youth workers support YP’s personal, social and physical development. Therefore, those with power and control, the politicians and the funders, may not perceive or acknowledge the passion of the authors and the way they have conducted this study. They may be more interested in facts and figures, the hard evidence, and the quantitative data that politicians and funders are more familiar with. Therefore, it can be suggested that perhaps the authors could have included statistics concerned with safeguarding referrals, and referrals into other services, such as mental health and multi-agency meetings. Data from these examples would have presented a much stronger argument, a blended approach when the authors purport that they want to make a case for politicians and funders to recognise the value of youth work and ‘suggest that funders and policy makers need to lower the stakes’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). 
The authors point out that youth work is subject to performative mechanisms often funded through local councils, which may need to reallocate funds yearly. Therefore, ‘preservation of jobs and the very survival of projects and organisations are at stake’. However, although the argument may be compelling to the audience it is directed towards, there is no external data provided in the article to substantiate how many jobs have been lost or how many facilities have had to close.
In terms of the relevance of this research, austerity alongside the monitoring procedures expectations have directly impacted the future of youth work and needed to be addressed (McNeil, et al., 2012; Hill et al., 2019). Therefore, this article is important in terms of understanding the challenges in evaluating youth work and exploring how to resolve those challenges if the ‘everyday and remarkable practice’ in youth work is to be recognised and can continue (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). However, whilst the authors do not offer specific solutions, they highlight that there are challenges in measuring the immeasurable. For example, the authors mention the ‘unpredictable outcomes’ in open youth work, how youth clubs are ‘a home from home space’ and the complications of capturing the remarkable work done ‘in the moment’ when young people have the opportunity to express their emotions (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). They argue that these are all difficult examples to measure for monitoring and evaluation purposes. 
There are several key points outlined in this research article including how evaluation is carried out, experienced and perceived in youth work settings; how youth work practise is recognised and valued; and the disconnection between its value and recognition when it is required to be evaluated and monitored in a manner that is ‘ill-fitting and superficial’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). The authors point out that, whilst funders including government and non-government agencies require impact measurement and accountability mechanisms to be in place, they support a ‘more democratic approach to evaluation’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). They suggest that this approach needs to be anti-oppressive, and does not diminish the ‘remarkable’ work that occurs in youth work settings. 
In conclusion, the authors point out that this article is part of a three-year study however, they do not go into detail about the previous research carried out. The reader is directed to the whole study, ‘Rethinking Impact, Evaluation and Accountability’ (Cohen, 2022), divided into four parts, with this article being the second. This assessment briefly examined the content of the article before exploration of the methodology, methods and context of the research to verify the article’s robustness and reliability. It has considered the authors’ epistemology and suggested that the article is written using constructivist approaches as it includes qualitative data. This assessment points out that the authors have immersed themselves in the research, taking an ethnographic view of their study. It has considered the tone, the language used, the audience the article is aimed at and how the authors have presented their findings to the reader. 
The article is published in Youth & Policy (2017-2023) and, given the nature of this platform, it opens up a discussion or debate around the subject. The article offers ideas to consider although it lacks the highest level of research rigour. This article is relevant to the audience it is targeted towards however, the authors use examples that are not reinforced with statistics. The authors make deliberate points based on their own interpretations or perceptions as they are experienced practitioners within the sector. There is a tone the authors appear to have set throughout the article which means that some of the content could be misinterpreted if the reader is not completely familiar with the sector.  
The purpose of the study is pointed out as it seeks to ‘highlight tensions in measuring and evaluating youth work’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019), and the researchers visited eight youth work settings which would appear to be a small sample size. The authors take the reader on a clear journey, using headings for clarity, and adding interview quotes, reinforced with their data. However, there is a limited balance to the arguments being made as there is no evidence of interviews, data or research that deals with why the present monitoring and evaluation procedure is used. This assessment highlights that the authors are selective with their use of quotations which suggests that they have built a biased narrative around the issues they have raised. Therefore, the authors could have presented a less nuanced argument.  
The methodology and methods used in the research are detailed, but there is little to explain the rationale in the article. It can be assumed that this was detailed in the previous phase of the study, but given this is the first article to be published, more detail would have made the authors' argument stronger. The research is focused on primary data, but several arguments were made that needed secondary data to back them up. 
The article uses language appropriate for the targeted audience of evaluators, practitioners, educators and researchers from a range of related settings’ (Doherty and de St Croix, 2019). It is, therefore, understandable that the language is not highly academic. However, they do position the article in an academic context, leading the reader to believe what is being said has both rigour and validity, when actually, this is not the case. Further details of other research undertaken in this field would have presented a stronger argument, therefore there is an imbalance between the facts and opinions.  The tone and language of the article are mixed, in that it portrays an academic narrative alongside a discussion-based tone. This is understandable given the journal in which it is published, a journal that focuses on producing discussion and debate. However, the authors do signpost the reader through this approach by referring back to their study in an academic fashion, without fully detailing the rationale of the methodology and methods used to base their findings. For those who work in youth work their findings may find some sympathy. However, for those making political and economic decisions around youth work, their argument may not have been so strongly made. 
Overall, this assessment has considered the article and specifically how it has been presented to an audience. The article has some relevance, not least due to the present political and economic climate where competition for money has been ever-increasing in recent years. To build a stronger argument, it concludes that more research could have been included to concur with the authors’ perspectives; more academic rigour could have been applied specifically to the sample size; and the article could have been more objective as the article appears to set a tone that wishes to fundamentally advocate the ‘remarkable’ in youth work. 
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