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Good morning/ afternoon. My name is Leo Smith and today I'll be presenting the topic of my independent project which was to research how youth work in youth clubs can be made more accessible to neurodivergent young people. This is a project close to my heart as I myself am neurodivergent and sometimes find youth clubs very overwhelming. This opinion is seconded by the young people in Dr MZ LGBTQ+, who the research was conducted with. Following research into current organisations that support neurodivergent young people, such as Neurodivergence Wales and AP Cymru, the programmes are often short term, and sometimes only accessible to those with a formal diagnosis. This meant there was a gap in youth work provision for neurodivergent young people, which is why I decided to conduct this research.

Slide 2
Firstly, to help you understand some of the terminology I will be using today, I will explain what some possibily unfamiliar words mean. Neurodivergent is a term used to refer to those whose brains work ‘differently’ than others, for example, those with ADHD or autism (Neurolaunch, 2024). Neurotypical is used as a term to describe those who have ‘standard’ brain functions. (The Brain Charity, ND). Overstimulation is used to describe when the brain receives more sensory input than it can process, leading to feelings of overwhelm or stress (Anxious Minds, ND). Finally, sensory overload is a term used by neurodivergent people to describe when the brain gets overwhelmed by the things happening around it and cannot cope. Sensory overload can often trigger a meltdown for neurodivergnt people (Ohwovoriole, 2025).
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The aims of the research are listed above, as previously explained, youth clubs can be very overstimulating spaces for neurodivergent young people, therefore one aim was to find out why they may be inaccessible and what amendments to youth clubs can be made to make them more accessible. For the second aim, I quickly realised that from speaking to neurotypical colleagues, many were unaware of the challenges neurodivergent young people can face and how to help them. This indicated a gap in knowledge for youth workers. Many have since attended training, but, as results will later indicate, training sometimes isn't enough to help youth workers understand neurodivergent young people. The third aim was created from conversations with my learning support specialist about sensory needs. Sensory needs are extremely important for neurodivergent people, and they are sometimes not thought about when a provision is designed. This is why I wanted to look into how a place that can be a potential sensory overload may affect a neurodivergent young person's behavior.
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My research approach was to conduct a small-scale focus group with both neurodivergent and neurotypical young people. I chose to do this with a group I've worked with for a number of years because I knew that many of them identified as neurodivergent and had often had conversations about the main provision being very loud and overwhelming for them. I chose to produce a mind-map format to ask the questions and have included an example above. This was to make recording the responses easier to navigate and lessened the ethical issues of the research because the discussions the group were having weren't audio recorded. Additionally, I asked the young people to design a 'perfect' youth club for themselves, or for neurodivergent young people. To do this I suggested a few aspects that neurodivergent young people would like to include (such as mood lighting and stim toys) and let them design their own 'perfect' settings. I originally thought the young people would choose to draw their youth clubs, but many preferred to make a list of things that they wanted to include. This part of the research was therefore adapted to the needs of the young people in the focus group.
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The findings of the research were very intriguing, and when I analysed them, I split them into four key themes which were: sensory needs, with the sub-categories of visual and auditory needs and touch sensitivity, biological needs, support needs and need for space or a place to escape. Above on the left are a number of aspects the young people suggested in their 'perfect' youth club designs. For example, when discussing sensory needs, young people included aspects such as low mood lighting, comfortable seating, blankets, and low-level background noise. This links heavily to what I earlier discussed about sensory overload, and including these aspects in a youth club will help reduce the risk of a neurodivergent young person becoming overstimulated and experiencing a sensory overload. Additionally, one of the young people mentioned that neurodivergent people often forget to hydrate, so they included hydration stations in their youth club design. Many also included a quiet room or suggested a space where young people could go if they felt overwhelmed,
When I asked the young people if they throught youth workers were well informed about neurodivergence, the answers were quite surprising. The young people explained that while youth workers may be well informed, they don't properly use this information in their practice, and many have overheard youth workers using outdated words or being condescending when talking about neurodivergence. They suggested the above suggestions on the right as to what they wanted youth workers to know about neurodivergence.
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[bookmark: _Int_n4JGbvSB]Above are the five pillars of youth work, these are the main values that youth work adheres to. According to Bangoli and Clark (2010) a focus group is a qualitative data using methodology, therefore it is collaborative, interactive process and allows for informal education to take place.  The research allowed the young people to be expressive in their opinions, it was participative as they all had the option to take part and the research was adult initiated, with shared decisions from users, thus reaching the second rung of Harts Ladder of Participation. Additionally, the research was inclusive as it allowed LGBTQ+ neurodivergent and neurotypical young people to share their opinions. And finally, it was empowering, allowing the young people to have a voice and a possibility to make a difference on the design of their spaces. According to Hammond (2023), there are five characteristics that define youth work that most writers, such as Davies (2023), Doyle and Smith (1999), In Defense of Youth Work (2011) and Jeffs and Smith (2010), agree on. These are: Young people focused, Voluntary participation, Association, Democracy and Education and Welfare. The research showcased many of these characteristics and therefore linked heavily to youth work theory and values.

Slide 7 
The implications and recommendations for this research are very similar. The main implication that came from this research is the fact that youth workers need more training on how to support neurodivergent young people and need to keep updated with the correct language to use about neurodivergent young people. This links heavily to the recommendation that neurotypical youth workers should have conversations with neurodivergent young people and youth workers about what they want from them and how they can support them. A second implication was the fact that youth clubs themselves are very overwhelming spaces for neurodivergent young people, this also links heavily with the recommendation for youth clubs to consider sensory needs when designing their spaces and include aspects such as low mood lighting, comfortable furniture and a quiet space, all of which, will make the space more inclusive. 
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Above are a few recommendations if this research was ever repeated. Because of the limitations of this research, I wasn't able to conduct a secondary focus group with the main drop-in, and because this research only focused on LGBTQ+ young people, it is likely not generalizable. Additionally, to help the generalisability of the research, then conducting it in cities may increase the geographical scope of the research as my research was conducted in a small youth center in Southwest Wales and cities may have more provisions for neurodivergent young people. Another aspect I didn't have the time to do, was to interview neurodivergent youth workers to get their perspective, I think this would be particularly interesting and will help us find out if youth work as a job is inclusive. 
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To conclude, this research showed that youth clubs can do more to make their spaces accessible for neurodivergent young people and youth workers need to be careful of the language they use and attend more training about how to support neurodivergent young people. By doing this, this will allow neurodivergent young people to access the wide range of positive outcomes that youth work provides. Thank you for listening.

