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                                       Applied Social and Educational Research 
For this assignment I shall be providing a critical evaluation of a research journal article called ‘What do JNC Youth Workers Conceive of as Professional Maturity in Youth Work practice’, written by Simon Williams and Ruth Richardson (2024). The evaluation shall explore the research methodology used to gather information and the data used, its validity and relevance. This will aid me with being better equipped to explore the extent to which the article contributes to contemporary youth work practice and gain further understanding of professional maturity within the youth work sector. It will be vital for me to develop these skills to enable me to ‘work as an effective and critically reflective youth work practitioner’ (NOS YW25, 2019). The national occupational standards also describe the importance of being able to evaluate and evidence gathering as expected competencies in youth work practice (NOS YW24, 2019).
Article Summary
The research undertaken within the article aimed to develop an initial understanding of what youth work practitioners operating within the JNC framework perceive as professional maturity in youth work practice. The authors highlight that, although significant research has explored the concepts of professionalism and maturity independently, there is limited research examining the relationship between the two within the practical context of youth work.
Using both quantitative and qualitative research methods, the researchers were able to begin developing an insight into how practitioners currently perceive professional maturity. Key findings suggest that professional maturity is described as the ability to work effectively across a range of professional circumstances, with resilience and without burnout. Also, professional maturity was linked to adaptation, emotional resilience and the ability to stay in the sector despite continuous challenges such as hardship, policy changes, public pressures and dwindling resources.
Patricia Hoggarth, Ben Merton and Martin Tyler (2009) discuss the importance of youth workers understanding the wider social and political context of youth work practice. It allows them to use their skills and power to influence youth policy, and at the same time to ensure young people are well represented and able to engage in decision-making processes that affect them. The perspective taken here is in concordance with the results of Williams and Richardson in the study, particularly with regard to the significance of flexibility and professional resilience required to work alongside young people.
Williams and Richardson (2024) recognise that the data collected in their study only represent a snapshot in time of practitioners’ opinions of professional development.
The authors also recognise that several themes identified throughout the research require further exploration. This highlights the need for continued research into professional maturity and further development within the youth work sector. Creswell describes how research should identify “deficiencies in the literature” and highlight areas where “further exploration” is required in order to develop deeper understanding of a topic (Creswell, 2014).
Critical Evaluation
Having analysed the research journal in depth, it could be argued that the research design does align with the research question to a reasonable extent, enabling the authors to generate some credible evidence and introduce the topic for further discussion. However, there are several areas in which the research could have been developed further in order to strengthen the reliability and depth of the evidence presented within the conclusion. As a result, whilst the study provides a valuable initial insight into perceptions of professional maturity within youth work practice, certain methodological limitations reduce the overall strength of the findings.
As the authors themselves explain this research is an initial snapshot into the topic used to hopefully encourage further discussion and debate amongst the Youth Work profession perhaps that provides an explanation into the limited amount of time used to gather strong evidence which would have resulted in a stronger conclusion. Bell and Waters (2018) argue that limitation within data collection can reduce the reliability of research conclusions. This suggests that had the researchers gathered a range of evidence over a more extensive period of time it could have strengthened their conclusion. Also, a wider remit of evidence undertaken over a longer period of time may provide a greater depth across a wider range of youth work contexts and experiences. 
It is vitally important to recognise that youth work is delivered by a broad range of practitioners, many of whom may not be JNC qualified or registered. Consequently, limiting the research primarily to JNC youth workers may restrict the extent to which the findings represent the wider youth work sector. Including perspectives from non-JNC practitioners may have provided a far more comprehensive understanding of how professional maturity is perceived across different areas of youth work practice. Batsleer and Davies (2010) describe youth work as a diverse and evolving field delivered across a wide range of settings and contexts. Which would argue that limiting research solely to JNC qualified practitioners may restrict the extent to which findings represent the wider youth work sector, particularly as many practitioners contribute to youth work practice through voluntary, community-based, faith-based, and non-statutory roles.
I would highlight that both researchers hold professional youth work qualifications and have worked within the sector for many years. Whilst the authors acknowledge how this positions them within the research process, they also explain that they actively challenged each other throughout the study to ensure that the conclusions drawn were developed from the participants responses rather than their own professional assumptions or experiences. This demonstrates an awareness of potential researcher bias and an attempt to maintain objective within the research process. 
However, it could also be argued that the researchers had already adopted a position to some extent through their decision to focus only on JNC qualified youth workers, who are required to hold recognised professional qualifications in order to practise within certain youth work settings. Alderson and Morrow (2011) discuss how important it is that researchers must remain critically aware of how their own experiences, values and professional identities may influence data interpretation and research conclusions, therefore, although Williams and Richardson have reflected on their experiences and background in Youth Work, being professionally qualified could of inadvertently framed the direction of the research from the very beginning.
Bernard Davies (2021) talks about how youth work practice should be shaped through “participatory principles and the mutuality of respect and influence” between young people and practitioners. This highlights a potential tension within the increasing professionalisation of youth work, as the movement towards formal qualifications and professional status may risk creating greater power imbalances between practitioners and young people. Also, the emphasis upon professional identity and qualification frameworks could be viewed as conflicting with traditional youth work values centred upon voluntary participation, collaboration, and relational practice.
Interestingly, of the 51 respondents who completed the researchers’ online questionnaire, 49 indicated that they held a Level 6 qualification or above. This suggests that the perspectives gathered within the study were heavily influenced by highly qualified practitioners, potentially limiting representation from less formally qualified youth workers operating within community, voluntary, or grassroots settings. It could therefore be viewed that a degree of professional hierarchy may already exist both within the research sample and more worryingly across the youth work sector itself. Also, the dominance of highly qualified participants may unintentionally reinforce professional opinions that only prioritise formal qualification frameworks over the more relational and collaborative values traditionally associated with youth work practice.
The use of multiple research methods used was particularly useful in collating the data required to formulate a research conclusion. Putting together a questionnaire that could be circulated widely and quickly to a number of potential participants proved to be an effective way of gathering quantitative data. Proving to be a useful way of gathering statistical data. However, to explore the topic a little a deeper the use of a qualitative approach was used by inviting participants to an online group interview session, so participants could share their own experiences and personal experiences in further detail with the researchers. Denscombe (2014) explains that by using multiple research methods it can improve the credibility of findings, through triangulation it allows researchers to compare and support data gathered from different sources. With the idea that research conclusion becomes more trustworthy.
The National Foundation for Educational Research (n.d) explains that quantitative research is useful for gathering data from a larger range of participants and identifying statistical patterns. It can however lack depth and offers limited opportunity to explore the participants experiences or the reasoning behind their responses in further detail. A key limitation which Williams and Richardson highlighted in their questionnaire is there being no way of the participates providing evidence of their qualification for the study. But by including the qualitative method by inviting participants to an online meeting in providing a platform for them to explain and contextualise their responses in greater detail.
 Tilley and Taylor (2018) describe how qualitative research involving youth is vitally important because it allows researchers to engage more ethically and collaboratively with participants whist exploring complex experiences and power relationships in greater depth. O’Connor (2026) explained how as Youth Workers it’s essential to remember that we always undertake research alongside young people and never directly on them. Ensuring that they are made fully aware of their right to withdraw from the research at any time. This also reflects a key principle of youth work in Wales, which emphasizes the importance of young people’s voluntary participation, empowerment and active involvement (Welsh Government, 2019).
It is however considerably important to look at the method used to obtain the qualitative data. Five participants of the 51 involved were invited to a semi structured interview in a group discussion via an online platform, Microsoft teams. I would be interested to know how these candidates were selected to take part of the interview and if the offer to participate in this was offered out to all involved or only those who said they were willing to take part. Greater clarity surrounding the participant selection process would have strengthened the transparency and credibility of the methodology, particularly in relation to issues of representation and potential sampling bias. Flick (2018) argues that qualitative research must aim to accurately represent participants perspectives whilst minimising researcher influence and bias throughout the data collection and interpretation process. With it being a semi structured interview in a group setting was everyone afforded the opportunity and time to express their true experiences or did more vocal characters overpower those with less confidence.

Conclusion
To conclude I would say that Williams and Richardson’s (2024) does provide an insight into how JNC youth workers perceive professional maturity within youth work practice. The use of both quantitative and qualitative research methods used strengthen the study by gathering some broader statistical patters alongside exploring participants perspectives and experiences in greater detail. The inclusion of mixed methods within research does increase overall credibility of the findings, through triangulation it allowed them to demonstrate a more detailed understanding of what is viewed as professional maturity.
However, despite the strengths of the research design, I did pick up on serval methodological limitations that reduce the extent to which the findings could be considered fully represented in the wider youth work sector.  The small sample size, the dominance of highly qualified participants, and the focus primarily upon JNC qualified practitioners may have unintentionally restricted the diversity of perspectives represented within the study. Also, although the researchers demonstrated reflexivity and awareness of potential bias, their own professional backgrounds within qualified youth work may still have influenced the framing and direction of the research. Questions on how the participants were selected within the qualitative interview process and the potential influence of power dynamics within group discussions also could result in limitations regarding the reliability and representativeness of the qualitative findings.
Overall, the study does make an important contribution to current youth work practice by opening further discussion surrounding professional identity, resilience, adaptability, and the increasing professionalisation of the sector. The research also raises important questions regarding the potential developing tension between formal qualification frameworks and traditional youth work values centred upon participation, collaboration, and relationship-based practice. The study cannot be viewed as fully representative of all areas of youth work practice, however it does provide a valuable foundation for further research into professional maturity within the youth work profession to be undertaken.







Research ethics and reflection portfolio

Throughout my studies to date I have learned about the importance of undertaking research to help guide my practice and shape the provision and quality of youth work on offer to young people. The National Occupational Standards for Youth Work informs us about the importance of Youth Workers being effective and critically reflective practitioners (NOS YW25, 2019). By learning and understanding about the importance of research it has helped me to improve my awareness of the importance of reflective and evidence informed practice. 
Davies (2019) explains that critical social and historical understanding of practice is required in youth work practice as it helps us respond effectively to the changing experiences and needs of young people. This demonstrates the importance of research, as it enables us to critically evaluate our own practice, understand wider social influence and improve the quality and overall effectiveness of our offer to young people. By learning about research methodologies and ethical considerations I have been enable to gain a greater understanding of conducting research in ways that are participatory, inclusive and ethically informed when working with people.
The British Educational Research Association describes ethical research as a way of gathering information from participants in a way that is fully respectful towards them throughout the process. This includes that the participants are treated fairly, are fully informed about the research and its purpose, understand their right to withdraw at any time and most importantly protected from harm at all times throughout the study (BERA, 2024). I have learned that it’s essential for me to consider the overall harms and benefits of the research and the importance of the rights of participants to information, privacy, anonymity and respect.
Podd (2010) highlights the importance of youth participation in youth work practice, paying close attention to article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child which states that:
“States Parties shall assure to the child who is capable of forming his or her own views the right to express those views freely in all matters affecting the child, the views of the child being given due weight in accordance with the age and maturity of the child” (UNCRC, 1989, p. 4).
Furthermore, the UNCRC emphasises that children and young people have the right to participate in decision making processes that affect their lives within the family, school, and wider community. This highlights the importance of participation within youth work practice and reinforces the need for research involving young people to be collaborative, inclusive, and respectful of young people’s voices and experiences.
I have become more aware that, when youth work is practised effectively and guided by both the National Occupational Standards and the Principles and Purposes of Youth Work in Wales. The youth work sector is in a strong position to act as a moral and ethical partner in research alongside young people (NOS, 2019; Welsh Government, 2019). Cresswell (2014) mentions the importance of researchers ensuring that they act responsibly, respectfully and with integrity throughout the entire process advocating for the rights of the participants involved and in turn ensuring the credibility of the final findings.
Young (2006) explains that youth workers will often face ethical issues within practice such as working with vulnerable young people, being told something in confidence which could be a safeguarding concern and face situations in which they need to consider the safety of others and the wider community. Making it vital that we are open to learning, committed to training, development and really reflecting on the way we work with young people as it’s peoples lives you are working with. Safeguarding in Wales procedures emphasise that all practitioners have a responsibility to report and share any concerns relating to abuse, neglect, or harm in order to safeguard children and adults at risk. The procedures state that practitioners “must never” ignore or withhold safeguarding concerns and should know “when and how to report any concerns about abuse and neglect to social services or the police” (Wales Safeguarding Procedures, 2019). Making it essential that we are always open an honest about our duties and share this message with potential research partners and young people we work alongside.
Through learning how to critically evaluate someone else’s research in part one, I have become more aware of exploring online research methods. It has helped me become further aware of the additional ethical responsibilities required when conducting research within digital environments. It is important to consider that whilst something like an online questionnaire is an effective way to reach a wider audience quickly and can prove to be an effective way of gathering quantitative data. It might also exclude the views of those who could be unable to access a questionnaire online and inadvertently create a barrier to participation. Cresswell (2014) highlights how essential it is that researchers should consider accessibility and participation when selecting research methods. NOS YW05 states ‘enable young people to represent themselves and their interests to others’ emphasising the importance of inclusion, empowerment, participation and enabling young people to fully engage regardless of barriers.

It is at this point I would draw close attention to the importance of how data research is gathered and stored securely to protect the anonymity of participants. Data should only be gathered in a way that is secure under current GDPR guidelines with participants consent (Parents consent if under 18) and always handled with great care throughout the process. I have become more aware that researchers hold a significant responsibility to ensure that participants personal information is protected appropriately and only used for the agreed purpose of the research. The British Educational Research Association (2024) emphasises the importance of safeguarding the privacy, confidentiality, and personal data of participants throughout the entire research process. Maintaining confidentiality and secure data management is absolutely critical and will aid with developing trust between researchers and participants, particularly when working alongside young people and vulnerable groups.
I recognise the importance of being aware of potential power imbalances that can exist within research relationships and overall, in youth work practice. I am aware how this could shape the direction of travel with regards to the research imperative if left unchallenged and reflected upon. For example, perhaps if one of the researchers from the above article was an experienced practitioner working in youth work outside the bounds of JNC youth work qualifications they might have considered with wider context of youth work in their research. 
After being actively pursued by Pembrokeshire youth service and employed in my current position as a youth worker, two JNC qualified youth workers line managing me at the time informed me that I could not use the term Youth Worker on my I.D badge and had it put on there that I was a support worker. Despite 12 years of experience working with children and young people in residential childcare settings, children’s services and experience as grass roots children’s sports coach.  Rogers and Smith (2010) emphasise that youth work is fundamentally centred upon relationships, dialogue, trust and informal learning development alongside young people. It can be developed through lived experience, relational practice and long-term engagement with young people, rather than just by acquiring formal qualifications.
For my future research practice, I will ensure that I remain critically reflective of my own professional values, experiences, and potential biases throughout the research process. This will help to ensure that the young people and practitioners I work alongside feel respected, supported, and able to develop trusting relationships throughout the study. I have a particular interest in undertaking research exploring the benefits of open access youth clubs and how they are perceived by young people themselves.
I am mindful that my current position as a community youth worker managing a busy youth centre may influence my position on the topic and could potentially be viewed as researcher bias. However, through previous experience working within targeted youth work projects, I have also developed an understanding of the importance and value of different approaches within youth work provision. Reflecting upon this has strengthened my awareness of the importance of reflexivity within research and the need for researchers to remain aware of how their own experiences and positions may influence data interpretation and research conclusions. Ultimately, my intention within future research would be to ensure that young people’s voices, experiences, and perspectives remain central throughout the research process. This reflects the participatory values of youth work practice and the importance of enabling young people to contribute meaningfully to discussions and decisions affecting their lives.
To conclude, this module has enabled me to gain a greater understanding regarding the importance of ethical and reflective research to apply within in my youth work practice. By critically evaluating and reflecting on research methodologies I have become more aware of the responsibilities that youth workers have in research with young people and supporting them in general. I have learned that ethical research is not just about following a set of procedures or polices, but a moral duty to ensure that young people or any participants are included in research are treated with respect, dignity, honesty and fairness throughout the entire process. A key learning message I have taken was doing things with not too young people. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David describes the importance of conduction research according to appropriate ethical, legal and professional standards, by following this it will enable researchers to maintain the integrity and protect participants throughout the entire process (UWTSD, 2025).
I been able to reflect upon the importance of participation, safeguarding, inclusion, confidentiality and reflexivity within research practice. I have also become aware of recognising potential power imbalance and researcher bias, particularly when research is influenced by professional identity, qualification frameworks and organisational culture. For my own development I will ensure that any research I undertake will be embedded in participatory, inclusive, ethically informed and grounded with core youth work values. Any research involving young people should aim to empower them to actively contribute to discussions and decisions affecting them. Whilst ensuring that they are safe and made aware that they have the right to opt out at any time, for those under the age of 18, parental consent would be required in order for them to participate and consent is a process that needs regular review not a one off task.
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