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ABSTRACT

Youth work as a profession concerns itself with adolescent transitions at both a policy level and in terms of the underlying principles and values driving the work.  For instance, focus in the National Occupational Standards for Youth Work (Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012: 04) to ‘‘Enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, implies transitional support through various dimensions or stages of young people’s development.  Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes (Youth Work Wales Review Group, 2013) explicitly states that youth work, “…can support [young people] through significant developments in their lives” (YWWRG, 2013: 2).  However, in terms of current practice, support for transitions between further and higher education often appears to have been overlooked, despite positive work in primary-to-secondary transitions.
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1.  INTRODUCTION

Society is changing.  In the UK today, young people enter adolescence amid economic and political instability, an increasingly globalised world and inescapable pressures of advances in technology and social media.  Young people embody the hopes and dreams of former generations and bear the burdens of decisions society has made for them – and often without them.  As young people face adulthood, higher education promises a brighter future.  The only guarantees it can deliver are a fighting chance of employment and considerable student debt.  Yet this picture is far from being a shady scene of depression – it is the palette from which young people can choose to see opportunity: to adapt, discover new solutions to challenges that did not exist even a few years before, find hope, draw on the resource of education and create new meaning.  Thrust suddenly into an intense environment where they will be exposed to new cultures, people and ideas – forcing them to reflect on their own identity and purpose – young people can paint a new picture and begin to redefine society for themselves.  In this space where challenge and possibility collide, does youth work have a place and a purpose?

The key purpose of youth work is to…

Enable young people to develop holistically, working with them to facilitate their personal, social and educational development, to enable them to develop their voice, influence and place in society and to reach their full potential.

(Learning and Skills Improvement Service, 2012: 04)

However, during the potentially life-changing period of young people’s lives moving between further and higher education (FE-HE), youth work is conspicuously absent.  Why?  The aim of the proposed study is to explore the adolescent transition between further and higher education and how youth work may benefit young people as they progress through this key stage in their personal, social and educational development.  This does not presume that the transition is an obstacle to be overcome – rather a challenge to be experienced.  The study adopts the view that all young people have the potential to grow, thrive and transform in the process and youth work may be a means to facilitate the experience for groups and individuals.

Research will involve a small-scale study of young people at either side of the FE-HE transition using focus groups to determine their feelings and attitudes towards the experience.  Young people will also be invited to participate in determining the type of support youth work could offer to support them through this transition.  Because time and resources are limited, only participants will benefit directly as they become more aware of their own support needs, able to articulate these to others and seek support from existing sources where possible.  However, it is hoped that ‘starting the conversation’ about youth work in this setting will inspire further study and practice when findings are disseminated through the youth work community.  Whilst the scope of research is limited, the scope of the answer to the question it poses has the potential to transform post-16 youth work.




2.  LITERATURE REVIEW

The following review presents a critical summary of literature regarding young people’s transitions between FE and HE and the potential support youth work has to offer.  There is limited literature on this transition from a youth work perspective, representing both a gap and an opportunity for research.  There is also no discernible body of youth work literature on the subject of related support – the key theme of this study.  However, youth work theory does attend to experiences at either side of the transition and dimensions of adolescent development spanning the age-range involved.  In the absence of specific literature, discussion will draw on theories of adolescent development, student experience, and the features of youth work applied to other transitions through education.  This will inform the study following to investigate whether these features are transferable to the FE-HE context and analyse the themes that emerge.

2.1  Defining Adolescent Transitions

First it is necessary to provide a working definition of transitions for the purpose of   this review.  Generally, transition is a journey ‘…moving between the life stages of childhood and adulthood: a stage termed adolescence or ‘youth’’ (Wood and Hine, 2013: 06).  Thus transitions can include physical, cognitive, personal, social or situational changes (Sugarman, 2001: 5, 14-15), meaning adolescence is characterised by numerous transitions, not just a single phase.  Transition is perhaps the most appropriate term used to describe this period by youth workers because it implies movement and the potential for transformation.  It follows that young people’s identity and abilities are not fixed.  Meeting in transition, the fluidity of childhood and the social empowerment of adulthood make young people the most unpredictable and potentially revolutionary members of society.  Youth work at this stage really can change the world.

2.2  Adolescent Development

Wood and Hine (2013: 06) note that transition points towards a destination yet the concepts of childhood and adulthood are contested, making it difficult to locate where transition takes place.  This explains further division in the academic community over what some psychologists call ‘emerging adulthood’ between the ages of 18-29 (Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).  Relating directly to where the FE-HE transition is situated, the emerging phase is a period of identity development where young people often feel caught in between youth and adulthood: a time of introspection and reflection, developing commitment to adult roles and finding one’s place in society (Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).  In the recent past, early adulthood was identified post-education along with marriage and family-building (Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson and McKee, 1978 cited in Sugarman, 2001: 120-122).   Critically, the change might be attributed to what has been coined ‘delayed adulthood’ or ‘extended adolescence’ – due to socio-economic factors such as youth unemployment and lack of affordable housing (Lee, 2012: 709).

2.3  Accommodating Emerging Adulthood 

Despite the focus of youth work and citizenship on social inclusion (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013: 06), Erikson (1950 cited in Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82) argues that young people in this transition may seek isolation over intimacy and vice-versa.  This necessitates a less hands-on response to engagement compared to typical youth work interventions at an earlier stage.  Howe (2011: 19) counters that young adults still require a secure base through suitable attachment figures in order to feel safe to experiment socially.  Whether exploring isolation and independence or intimacy and interdependence, young people must maintain consistent positive attachments.  Moving between secondary and further education, vocational training or employment in Wales, youth work already recommends a lead worker to ensure engagement and promote positive progression (Welsh Government, 2014: 10).  This role can offer such a positive attachment during times of significant change (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2013: 05).  As an existing sphere of practice, it can further be argued that the necessary skills and policy infrastructure are in place to extend this role to HE and meet the presented need.

Thus far, discussion has revealed that young people require space for introspection and self-focus at HE but they also need caring and responsive relationships facilitated by responsible others.  For instance, detachment can be the reluctant response to social anxiety or egocentrism common during adolescence (Lerner 2007: 95) rather than an effort to nurture solitude.  Being isolated, these young people are arguably the individuals most in need of support and positive attachment.  Through engagement, socially excluded young people may develop the necessary confidence, self-awareness and social skills to integrate effectively with others, all of which youth work intentionally seeks to facilitate in practice (Welsh Government, 2014: 07-09).

Even those who do enter new social circles may become transient members and benefit from a secure base of attachment elsewhere.  Maintaining a secure attachment base whilst forming other relationships offers a safety net and point of return if connections fail or young people withdraw.  Not all experiences will be positive.  Although social experimentation may introduce young people to new friendship groups and promote inclusion, the groups which form can be a negative influence and fuel tribalism: such groups become simultaneously inclusive to members and exclusive to outsiders (Foster and Spencer, 2013: 224).  Socially constructed groups of young people also imply a sense of inclusion yet they can provide false-community without genuine support or care; others prove directly harmful by controlling members’ behaviour or leading them into dangerous or illegal activities (Brent, 2001: 06-11).  Again, youth work suggests a response – facilitating safe spaces where young people can form relationships and they are nurtured instead of controlled, offered advice instead of instruction (YWWRG, 2013: 05).  The question is whether such intervention is welcome at HE, or perceived to encroach on the personal freedom being sought by young adults.

2.4  Student Experience in Higher Education

Developing the theme of student experience, it has been established that emerging adults are likely to require security but express desire for experimentation and freedom during the FE-HE transition.  This might explain why many students opt to study farther away from home when similar or better options may be available locally.  However, moving away from existing support networks, friends and family can pose a significant threat to wellbeing if not replaced.  In the first year particularly, developing supportive friendships is critical (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005: 707).  A lack of secure relationships at HE puts young people at risk of social isolation leading to negative psychosocial wellbeing and mental health difficulties (Carr, Colthurst, Coyle and Elliott, 2012: 157).  Literature from a counselling perspective appears to agree that social issues have dominated the student experience for some time: key issues for students in the transition experience are identified as ‘identity negotiation, social connectedness, and academic competence’ (Chen, 1999: 31).  Adequate social connections are vital in both identity formation and wellbeing at HE (Scanlon, Rowling and Weber, 2007: 223-241).

Major transitions such as the move to university can put considerable strain on mental health but young people with secure attachments often find they are capable of managing stress without feeling overwhelmed, and they value emotional support (Mikulincer, Shaver and Pereg, 2003 cited in Carr et al. 2012: 158, 160).  Critically, the latter represents the majority of students at HE, however up to a third find the experience negative due to academic and personal problems (Lowe and Cook, 2010: 53-76).  In this regard, youth work recognises the need to develop young people’s resilience to face the challenges of life, education and work (Welsh Government, 2014: 09).  Furthermore, this focus on building resilience is consistent with research promoting the effectiveness of strengths-based approaches supporting young people’s transitions to HE (Soria and Stubblefield, 2015: 47-65). Both start from a point of young people’s strengths.  However, in contrast, it has been suggested that young people entering HE from the most disadvantaged backgrounds still require pastoral care and ‘specific tuition’ in skills to cope with the transition (Marland, 2003: 201).  Even disregarding the deficit bias, it would appear that young people from so-called ‘disadvantaged backgrounds’ do need additional support to successfully transition to HE, starting before leaving FE, or even earlier (Abbott-Chapman, 2011: 58-59).

2.5  The Impact of Mental Health

Irrespective of how well they cope, it has been reported that young people, ‘feel ill-prepared for the demands of HE’ (Roffey-Barentsen, 2015: 12), they are uncertain what to expect (Murtagh, 2011: 31-36) and less are proving resilient to the pressure upon arrival. Recent statistics pose mental health as the number one cause of first-year dropout and a growing issue for young people in HE (HESA cited in Marsh, 2017: no page number).  Reported cases mostly concern anxiety and depression (Marsh, 2017: no page number).  To consider this issue critically, the trend may be connected to the same stressors identified earlier in terms of delayed adulthood.  A current report from the Institute for Public Policy Research (2017) indicates that ‘The number of first-year students who disclose a mental health problem has risen five-fold in the past decade’ (Sarner, 2017: no page number).  This timeframe would certainly correspond with the economic recession.  However, increasing reports of mental health concern could equally be attributed to improvements in access to support (Marsh, 2017: no page number).

If current socio-economic pressures are to blame, greater competition for jobs may be adding to pressure to perform at HE, meaning students are withdrawing from social relationships to focus on their studies.  Hence a vicious circle is formed where the links between isolation and inability to manage stress are only reinforced.  To summarise thus far, there are several mental health issues relevant to young people entering HE:  pressures on mental health versus resilience and self-efficacy, availability of external support (via relationships and services) and ability (or willingness) to access support.  Yet support can require social connections and may be seen to restrict freedom.  Furthermore, young people from less advantaged backgrounds may lack the skills required to engage with support.  One implication for transitions work is that resilience and self-efficacy, along with attachment styles, can be assessed in advance at FE – as proven predictors of mental health at HE (Carr et al. 2012: 157-168).  This avoids socially invasive interventions at HE and bypasses the stage where social connections risk being lost.  If emerging adults are likely to interpret formal support structures as a threat to personal freedom, they may be reluctant to access formal mental health support.  Perhaps this represents an opportunity for youth work, being characteristically informal and non-formal in nature (YWWRG, 2013: 02-05).

2.6  Transitions between Primary and Secondary Education

Already, youth work is actively involved in young people’s transitions between primary and secondary education.  In England, policy is shifting towards better-supported school transitions (Evangelou, Taggart, Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons and Siraj-Baltchford, 2008 cited in Durrant, 2017: 31).  Current interventions supported by youth work include: summer schools, mentoring, youth clubs, counselling, emotional literacy support, group work sessions in friendship and social skills, long-term targeted projects, and nurture groups (Durrant, 2017: 36).  In Wales, young people (age 11-25) are entitled to ‘basic skills…which promote social inclusion’ and ongoing ‘personal support’ (Welsh Government, 2002: 10).  This translates to school transitions through initiatives such as Keeping in Touch (Welsh Government, 2002: 134-142).
A number of issues identified in the literature regarding the transition between FE-HE are present in the transition between primary and secondary education.  For instance, generalised anxiety both before and after transition, peer issues, and depression post-transition are all common (Rice, Frederickson and Seymour, 2011: 244). In response, young people’s sense of connectedness or belonging, personal resources and coping skills, realistic academic goals, and collaboration between institutions and young people’s families, were identified as keys to successful transition (Crump and Slee, 2015: 31-34; Education Review Office, 2012: no page number).  Whilst some of these solutions are difficult to replicate beyond the local context (FE-HE transitions are often inter-regional or international), many are transferrable to HE transitions, offering themes for further study.

Conclusion

Young people’s transitions at HE should be opportunities for learning, growth and positive experience.  For the majority, this may be the case.  New-found independence can be liberating and help young people form new identities for themselves.  Through transition, many young people develop new friendships and social connections supporting them to face and overcome obstacles, progress and succeed.  For some, however, this period is a time of struggle and isolation which can lead to – and stem from – social difficulties and challenges to mental health.  For others, social isolation may be a self-imposed or temporary part of adolescent development.  However, all young people require some form of consistent, positive relationships throughout this experience and responsive support when necessary.  Turning to youth work in school transitions, potential responses may be found in preparatory work, transitional support via group work and one to one settings, and targeted responses.  These issues provide context for the study to follow.  The next chapter will consider the methodology, research design and methods used to further investigate the research question.






















3.  METHODOLOGY

This chapter will discuss the methodology selected to investigate the adolescent transition between further and higher education (FE-HE) and how youth work may benefit young people as they progress through this experience.  Methods and procedures for data collection are addressed alongside limitations and ethical considerations of the research (also see appendices 1 and 4).

3.1  Aims of the Study

This study aims to explore the following questions:

· What do young people think and feel about moving into HE as they approach / begin the transition?

· What do young people think and feel about moving from FE as they experience / reflect on the transition?

· What type of support might youth work offer young people to help them progress through the transition?

Ultimately, the purpose of this research is to investigate if there is demand for youth work in this setting and the type of support young people feel they might benefit from in the process.  Young people were invited to participate on both sides of the transition in order to reveal whether perceptions differ between FE-HE and determine potential support based on young people’s responses, interaction and participation.


3.2  Methodology

In order to address these questions, a mixed-methods approach was adopted to triangulate findings.  Coertjens, Brahm, Trautwein and Lindblom-Ylanne (2017: 357) argue that study into transitions specifically benefits from mixed-methods as a single method can miss cultural nuances – especially in the international context of student experiences.  This proved beneficial as one participant identified himself as ‘a foreigner’ during research and offered a unique perspective of transition to the rest of his group.  Quantitative data was sought through equal opportunities monitoring to ascertain participant background and additional needs.  Qualitative data was the primary methodology used as it best allows exploration of young people’s attitudes and feelings in complex social situations (Dawson, 2009: 20; Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011: 10).   This was considered appropriate to the questions presented (3.1) and the transitional context discussed in the previous chapter.

Qualitative findings were sought using focus groups constructed around an expressive activity and a semi-structured discussion (see appendix 3 for discussion questions).  Selection of a group method was an ethical advantage because young people were comfortable among friends and outnumbered the researcher, tipping the balance of power in their favour (Hopkins, 2010: 38); research took place in a quiet, comfortable area at participants’ own learning campus(es).  Disadvantages of the group approach were the risk of individuals dominating discussion and unequal contributions from group members (Hopkins, 2010: 38-39).  However these risks were mitigated by taking a facilitative youth work approach and gently prompting or redirecting discussion when necessary.

3.3  Research Tools and Procedure

The research procedure is included in appendix 4.  Firstly, discussion questions were designed based on the research theme as a limited form of action research.  Secondly, the activity was participatory and action-focussed because it allowed young people to consider their own support needs, the needs of peers, relative strengths, and apply problem-solving skills to suggest relevant youth work responses.  An action-focussed, strengths-based approach is consistent with the study literature (see chapter 2) and youth work values including value for young people, empowerment and participation (YWWRG, 2013: 02-06).  Promoting communication, reflection, empathising with the needs of others, problem-solving and creating art to communicate feelings also represented a youth work activity in itself – fulfilling several intended outcomes of youth work (Welsh Government, 2014: 07-08).  Additionally, the session was an example of expressive youth work, a pillar of practice (YWWRG, 2013: 06).

The expressive activity was used both as a diversionary measure for comfort and a method for generating and recording individual responses.  This format was also used to support quantitative analysis of findings (observing how many answers were provided in each category and which were recorded first).  The literature reveals that members of the participant group may experience support needs or social anxiety.  In response, the interactive, tactile design of the activity was intentional to calm participants and provide them with a diversion if topics became too sensitive or they preferred not to share.  Participants were also reminded before and during the activity that they were free to leave at any time and end or withdraw their participation without providing an excuse.  Voluntary participation is essential to ethical research and youth work (Blaikie, 2010: 31; YWWRG, 2013: 04).

3.4  Sampling

The sample was composed of two focus groups: n=4 and n=7 from FE and HE respectively.  The first group were all male (age 17-19); the second were a mixed group of 2 males, 5 females, (age 19-23).  Ideally, the sample would have been stratified to accurately represent the diverse population of the study (Creswell, 2014: 158).  However, due to limitations of time and access to participants (related to students’ study schedules), a random sample was selected based on availability from a wider recruitment group.  Admittedly, this may have been a ‘convenience sample’ – less effective than entirely random sampling (Creswell, 2014: 158).

A disadvantage of the sampling method, the first group was homogenous, comprising friends from the same course at college.  Unfortunately, this limited the sample to a specific group of males with similar interests.  Conversely, this may have helped participants share freely (Hopkins, 2010: 38).  Young people were recruited from YouToo – an ongoing youth work project including transitions work at UWTSD and partner FE colleges led by the researcher.  An acknowledged limitation of recruiting from within an existing transitions project is the risk of a contaminated sample – so far as participants had existing knowledge of youth work in the setting.  However, this can actually be seen as a relative strength of the study because the positionality of the researcher and existing rapport was more likely to encourage participation and understanding (Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011: 122-128); young people were also able to make better-informed contributions.  Another limitation is the risk of bias of the researcher.  However, as a reflexive, ethical researcher, every effort was made to remain objective at all times.

3.5  Analysis Methods

Data from focus groups (including poster responses and researcher notes from discussion) was coded manually using an inductive grounded theory method:

1. Prepare transcripts
2. Anonymise data
3. Develop codes
4. Define codes
5. Code data
6. Describe
7. Compare
8. Categorise
9. Conceptualise
10. Develop theory

(Hennink, Hutter and Bailey, 2011: 208-209) 


Despite the limitations addressed in this chapter, the fieldwork was enjoyable, young people were highly engaged and individuals freely shared a depth of sensitive information that made the activity informative and relational.  Having discussed the methodology adopted for this study and completed steps 1-5 above, the next chapter will present results of the investigation (steps 6-8).



4.  PRESENTATION OF RESULTS

The following chapter presents results for the study described in the previous section.  The aim is to relate young people’s perceptions of the adolescent transition between further and higher education and how youth work may benefit young people in transition.  Regarding participants’ suggestions for support, these will be introduced directly in the final chapter as an ethical consideration that young people should define the type of support they access (YWWRG, 2013: 06).  Otherwise, four key themes emerge from this data.  Each will be considered in turn, including the following:

(a)  Money and employment
(b)  Relationships, socialising and making/keeping friends
(c)  Missing family versus enjoying independence
(d)  Location and welsh community

4.1  Money

At FE, 3/4 participants identified money as a concern.  Similarly, all participants at HE were concerned about having enough money or finding work.  One young person at FE seemed concerned about having to rely on his parents for money, stating his concern was, “Not having enough money from my part-time job so having to borrow money from my parents.”  He also replied in a similar category that he was concerned about, “Constantly thinking about the ‘where do you see yourself in 5 years’ question – fear of post-uni employment.”  Specifically, the same participant noted, “Living away from parents,” as an area of confidence.
4.2  Relationships, Socialising and Making / Keeping Friends

This was the most highlighted issue of the study.  3/4 young people at FE identified social concerns as an issue, including use of terms such as rejection and judgement.  The fourth member of the group stated in one response that “being a foreigner…” was a negative issue but he responded that he was confident in having a “socially – active life.”  Similarly to FE participants, all participants in the HE group were concerned about meeting new people or making and keeping friends – one young person concerned about her wish for, “Making friends for life.”  In the same category, 2 responses from HE participants highlighted the importance of relationships with staff: one young person was confident in “friendly staff” whilst a second was concerned about, “Teachers not liking me.”  Only one young person (a member of the FE group) referred to maintaining previous relationships as a concern.

Similar to responses in the FE group regarding rejection and judgement, HE participants expressed concerns of “being stereotyped,” not fitting in or experiencing being ‘alone’ on campus since the transition.  When asked about her comment regarding stereotyping, a participant said: “There’s pressure and stuff…I mean how people think about you when you say you’re a student to someone outside uni and they go ‘oh’ – you know…like that.  And if you don’t go out and shag someone, the way people think about you being a virgin.  But if you do go out, you’re a slag.”  Another young person added, “I wish YouToo had been there in my first year as a group to go to…like a place to socialise where you don’t feel pressured into doing anything.”  A third member of the group recalled, “Since I stopped drinking, nobody else except you guys want anything to do with me.”

4.3  Missing Family versus Enjoying Independence

Missing family versus positive feelings for independence also featured heavily in the study.  Responses were more equally divided than the previous issue, with almost identical response patterns from both groups in positive and negative contexts.  However there was a slight tendency towards negative perceptions of leaving family behind at transition.  Regarding family, some young people identified specific family members: “Missing mum,” or being concerned about, “My grandad…not remembering me :( ”  These comments were attached to a sense of guilt in some cases – one participant, “Feeling bad about not being there to support my family.”  In contrast, a young person said she was happy because, “You can completely reinvent yourself.”  Another commented she enjoyed, “Leaving the negativity…having a fresh start.”  A similar comment was, “There’s no expectations.”

4.4  Location and Welsh Community

Location in general was an emotive theme in the study – predominantly as a positive issue for both FE and HE participants.  More specifically however, over half of HE participants identified passionate feelings for Wales, welsh culture or welsh community.  In terms of Wales as a location, several responses were from English participants who moved to Wales for study, whilst those highlighting community as important were native welsh speakers.  “Moving to a small, welsh town,” and, “The welsh community,” were seen as particularly important. One of the same participants responded in another area, “Finding the right society to fit in with,” was a concern.

These emerging themes will be analysed in the next chapter (steps 9-10 of the grounded theory model introduced in chapter 3).
5.  DISCUSSION, REFLECTION AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter will reflect critically on findings with reference to the study literature and offer conclusions.  Significant themes that have been highlighted involve finance, social interaction and relationships, independence from family, and the importance of welsh community.  Each will be discussed in turn.

5.1  Finance  

This issue appears universally relevant to young people considering the transition between FE-HE.  There is probably more emphasis for young people at HE because they are experiencing the reality of supporting themselves financially and budgeting their limited student loan.  Based on the young person at FE being confident leaving family, this probably explains his reluctance to want to rely on them for financial support.  Rather than being an issue of finance, his responses may point to a desire for independence and space from his parents (see 5.3 below).  Unsurprisingly, finance featured in the study, having identified this issue with reference to economic recession and the potential impact on ‘delayed adulthood’ for young people (Lee, 2012: 709).  Interestingly, the young person discussed at FE is already evidencing signs of emerging adulthood committing to the adult role of work alongside his studies (Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).

5.2  Social Interaction and Relationships

The emergence of the social concept in this study also came with little surprise.  The literature predicts young people’s strong desire for social experimentation and connection, exploring the possibility that opportunities to socialise and meet new friends can be met with a sense of positive anticipation or anxiety (Chen, 1999: 31; Lerner 2007: 95).  This explains responses such as the desire to make ‘friends for life’ and terms such as rejection and judgement, anticipating the risks of social exclusion with added concern during this developmental phase (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005: 707).  One comment regarding social exclusion as a result of drinking habits also sits within the context of tribal behaviours discussed in relation to social groupings (Foster and Spencer, 2013: 224).  The same theory could be applied to sexual behaviours and expectations described by young people at HE.  Taking this issue further, references to feeling pressure to behave in certain ways may also be connected to young people’s heightened social sensitivity during adolescence and the importance of identity (1950 cited in Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).

Relating identity statements such as virgin and slag strongly to perceived peer pressures to conform develops a new theme beyond the scope of the literature considered.  Identity formation in groups and how social interactions form and conform to the surrounding social environment carries significance at HE.  The option of an alternative space where there is acceptance for non-drinkers, no pressure to conform and space to socialise is seen as a viable solution.  At this point however, integrity demands that the earlier risk identified regarding sampling should be raised as a potential issue here since the group may have unintentionally projected features of the youth work they access via YouToo onto this study.  The former reads as an accurate description of provision.  Alternatively, participants may simply be discussing pre-existing issues and preferences which led them to access the project in the first place.  If this is this case, then findings are valid.
5.3  Independence from Family

Linking with the previous discussion, relationships with family were particularly relevant to participants – especially in the case of one young person’s mother and another young person’s grandfather.  Taking into account the maternal/paternal nature of these relationships and further reference to authority figures including staff at the university (4.2), perhaps there is evidence of an attachment pattern.  The literature recognises the importance of caring ‘secure’ attachments for all young people regardless of social experimentation (Howe, 2011: 19).  Less advantaged young people were also seen to need greater pastoral support (Marland, 2003: 201) – another caring attachment.  Unexplored issues of ‘disadvantage’ may explain one young person’s strong desire for a ‘friend for life’ as an attachment pattern.  However, this could equally be a normal desire for intimate friendship that is characteristic of young adults (Erikson, 1950 cited in Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82).

Weighted against this strong urge for attachment and social connectedness, also seen in earlier transitions (Education Review Office, 2012: no page number), developmental theory explains the apparent contradiction in young people’s views towards independence through the link with identity formation (Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).  The fact that young people may want to ‘reinvent themselves’ as described in the previous section allows both for necessarily seeking independence away from parents but missing the social connection lost in the process.  This would also explain the sense of guilt expressed whilst enthusiastically embracing independence at the same time.


5.4  Welsh Community

The former discussion actually provides context for the final theme of this chapter.  Identity formation is crucial during the adolescent transition (Chen, 1999: 31; Hendry and Kloep, 2012: 82-83).  It is perhaps telling that a young person preoccupied with fitting in (“Finding the right society to fit in with”) was the same welsh-speaker who identified welsh community as important.  Again beyond the scope of the literature in this study, there appears to be a strong link concerning identity: this time between identity and place, or community.  In fact, at its heart, the issue is the same as linking identity to social groups, but on a much larger scale.  Lastly, discussion will consider what may have seemed a strange trend in terms of English participants’ association with Wales.  Being a study conducted in Wales at HE, it should actually be expected that some English participants would offer positive opinions on Wales as they evidently chose to travel some distance in order to study here.

The next chapter will consider the above issues in relation to recommendations for practice designed by young people through the research.









6.  RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

In some ways this final chapter serves to triangulate earlier findings by adding to the literature only practice suggestions from young people which relate directly to the key themes discussed.

In summary, young people undergoing transition between FE and HE in the study are particularly concerned by finance, social connections, levels of independence or disconnection from family, and welsh community.  Earlier, the literature suggested solutions from transitions practice at primary-secondary level that may be transferable to FE-HE include: summer schools, mentoring, youth clubs, counselling, emotional literacy support, group work sessions in friendship and social skills, long-term targeted projects, and nurture groups (Durrant, 2017: 36).  Relevant suggestions carried forward from research include the following:

· Visits to university for groups of young people from FE.
This is consistent with the option of summer schools and group work, allowing people to experience ‘location’ and community as discussed.

· Group work activities to improve communication skills.
This fits the model of ‘social skills’ workshops in response to young people’s expressed concern with socialising and developing friendships.

· Games and social events for small groups of possible students.
This also matches the group work suggestion and permits social bonding in an accessible context for those who struggle with larger groups and ‘freshers-type events.’
· Specialised emotional help that is not counselling.
The informal nature of youth work has been cited as a potentially more agreeable vehicle for supporting young people at HE than formal options.  Participants appeared to miss family-type relationships that bear similarity to the supportive nature of youth work.  This suggestion was made by the FE group, backed-up by the expressed needs discussed at both FE and HE.

· A regular meeting place where you can socialise without being judged and come and go as you like.
This suggestion was linked directly with the group discussion at HE regarding expectations and peer pressure.  The literature identified that young people desire space of their own but also secure attachment and personal freedom at the same time.  This is an ongoing intervention in the long-term.

· Meeting for coffee with someone you can talk to who isn’t going to judge you for being different.
This suggestion is similar to the previous recommendation, but in a one-to-one context consistent with mentoring models transferred from the primary-secondary context.  This also allows social contact on young people’s terms that may be less-threatening than entering new groups straightaway.


None of the recommendations above are extraordinary or unfeasible.  These are simply practical responses to transitional issues offered by young people who have experienced, reflected-on and considered the key needs for themselves.  For those concerned, there is a place for youth work in the transition between FE and HE.
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(a) Importantly, for work with young people in particular, participants provided fully-informed consent (Blaikie, 2010: 31; Hopkins, 2010: 60-61, 68).  The purpose of the research activity was explained in brief when participants were recruited, then again fully at the start of the research activity.  Upon arrival, participants were welcomed and provided with a monitoring form, information letter and consent form (see appendix 2 and 3); they were invited to ask questions and agree to proceed.  A brief discussion defining youth work and transition also took place at this time and the scope of the research was explained.  As a limited form of action research, it was considered ethical to state that findings may not result in suggested support being offered to young people now or in the future.  However, participants were informed how the research would be used and disseminated / made available to the youth work community.

The researcher also explained that he would be taking anonymised notes during the session.  These would be made available to participants afterwards (allowing amendment / deletion if necessary), to promote accuracy and ethical participation through ‘member-checking’ researcher’s interpretations (Creswell, 2014: 201).  Participants were each assigned a participant number to ensure confidentiality.  This number was applied to poster images (see below), researcher notes and consent forms so only the researcher would be able to connect participant identities and responses.

(b) Participants were asked the first two questions (see appendix 3) and invited to complete a poster by drawing around their hands or using paint applied using rollers and wearing (anti-allergenic) gloves:  Red paint was used for concerns and uncertainties whilst green paint signified strengths and issues of confidence.  Participants were told to aim for five items written in each finger (or more/less as they felt comfortable).

(c) As participants were completing their posters or cutting out their handprints, the third question was asked and young people were encouraged to reflect on their concerns as support needs in light of their strengths and the discussion of the group in order to suggest youth work responses that would benefit them and other young people in a similar situation.

At the end of the activity, having discussed support needs, participants discussed / were signposted to existing sources of support to meet their needs if required.  If necessary, young people would have been followed up through the existing project they were recruited from to ensure adequate support was in place as a safeguarding and ethical concern.

(d) Lastly, young people were invited to reflect on the session and review the research activity verbally based on, “Things that went well / things that could have been better,” and “Suggestions to improve the activity,” (see appendix 3).  This was a measure of quality assurance designed to improve practice for similar activities in future (YWWRG, 2013: 07).

APPENDIX X:  Participant Information Sheet and Consent Form
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