The purpose of this assignment was to develop a small scale participatory research project including a critical consideration of the theory of research with young people. There will also be a discussion regarding the role of ethics, participatory approaches and the benefits that young people will receive from having engaged in a project such as this. The term ‘small scale’ in this instance means, a project that has a short time frame until completion or there are a smaller number of participants required for the research to completed. 
	
Clark (2004) defines participatory research as giving a voice to those who are themselves being researched.  Typically, it is assumed that, there is a distance between the researcher and the researched, as if the research is the ‘outsider’ as Robson (1993) explains; but within participatory research these boundaries are blurred. It is as if you are giving participants the 'stick of authority', to present, analyse and interpret their own reality in a methodical and scientific method. (Chambers, 1992).  This is exactly what this projects objective was to achieve. The research question proposed by my self was, “What do young people in Carmarthenshire think is missing from their area? And, what would they like to see?” With extensive funding and developments commencing all through Carmarthenshire in recent years, I wished to find out what the young people in Carmarthen’s attitudes and response was to these changes. And if they felt their needs were being met, and if not, what they felt was lacking for them in their local community. 

Participatory research is particularly effective for those who are regarded as being suppressed in the community. These vulnerable, disempowered or disadvantaged groups with in the community, are often lacking their own platform to share their opinions and voices. This is especially true for young people, who would be targeted within this research project. Kirby (1999) states that, ‘involving young people as researchers is a good way of collecting high quality research data, and can be the best method for investigating further into the lives of young people’. He offers an excellent argument for the benefits of participatory and research and other researchers such as Alderson (1995) agree, that in can be an ‘excellent tool for any researcher’, if conducted correctly. 
Within any research project, there is a question of how the data collected will be categorised and, eventually used. There are two main categories which research could be classified as. There is ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ data. Muijs (2004) defines quantitative methods as, ‘explaining phenomena by collecting data that are analysed using mathematically based methods’. These methods are often in the form of questionnaires, surveys or forms; and are heavily weighted on statistics and numbers. Where as qualitative methods are, ‘multi-focused… (to) study things in their natural settings … to interpret phenomena in the meanings that people bring to them’. (Neegaard & Ulhoi, 2007) This often can mean the use of case studies, introspective, life stories, interview or observation. Although there are strengths and weaknesses to both methods, this project designed here involves both these methods of research. Although qualitative in its’ premise, by hearing the participants personal accounts and opinions; it also has an element of quantitative as it aims to collate all the gathered research to identify commons themes or ideas presented by both target groups. 	Comment by Frances Chester: 

When commencing a participatory research project with young people as the participants, there can be a danger of designing a program where the young people can be described as mere ‘tokens’ in the project rather than leaders.  ‘Tokenism’ is a particularly difficult issue to deal with because it is often carried out by adults who are strongly concerned with giving children a voice but have not begun to think carefully and self-critically about how to do so. The result is that they design projects in which children seem to have a voice but in fact have little or no choice about the subject or the style of communicating it, or no time to formulate their own opportunities. (Hart, 1997: 41) This was a fear of mine when creating the research project in question. In hopes to avoid this, the project is structured in such a way that its primary core aim is to be young person led. Meaning the young people engaged in discussions or meetings would lead these discussions and there would be no solid agenda in preparation for the meeting, but that they can allow the conversation to progress in any way they please. Although each session, will have a theme or topic assigned that it would aim to tackle, it is hoped the young people would explore the subject presented in their own way and feel free to give as little or as much information as they see fit.  As shown in Appendix A, attendance would be voluntary, as would the amount of information the young people would be provided to give during these sessions. It is get a main objective throughout this research project to ensure that young people are given a chance to share their voice and not merely ‘tokens’ in the process; and in turn, remain true to the principles which youth workers adhere to when engaging with young people by continuing to reflect on sessions and experiences and put action plans into place for future meetings. (LSIS, 2012; WLGA, 2014; & WG, 2014)

Many research literatures suggest that there are different levels of participation. Hart (1992) talks of eight levels of young people’s participation in projects, such as participatory research project, and he explains what these are by using a ladder metaphor. He argues that for full participation, the young people need to follow all the way up the ladder, in order to avoid tokenism. If we are to design, develop and conduct research with young people that is truly participative, therefore, we must, involve young people in all aspects of the research. He goes on to insist that young people can, if they feel some sense of ‘ownership, design and manage complex projects – which includes at least partially designing the goals of the project themselves – demonstrate great competence and ability’. With Hart’s (1992), eight levels of participation in mind, I aimed to create a plan that which would allow the young people to do just this. As shown in Appendix A, there are many ‘planned activities’ with in the first few sessions which hope to begin the ball rolling in terms of discussion and ideas. However, after this initial contact, there are many opportunities for young people to offer their own ideas for how the following sessions should be led, and further, how they can begin to make changes of their own with in their community. (LSIS, 2012; WG, 2014)

The research plan I have designed would take place over one month, with weekly meetings lasting a couple of hours each. Please see Appendix A, for further elaboration on time frame. With a research plan such as this, where attendance is voluntary, it can be a fear that a lack of commitment can inevitably delay the project and can, potentially, affect the outcome. However, Clark (2004) disagrees with this negative stereotype. He believes that young people who have a fully participatory role in the research will inevitably affect their commitment to the research, which could, in turn, influence their motivation; therefore, assuring the continued attendance required to complete the project. As youth workers, it is instilled in our principles that we do not tarnish all young people with a negative stereotypical idea. It is our mission to ensure all young people are treated as individuals and have an opportunity to grow and express themselves in a safe environment. By regularly continuing to reflect, this research plan, keeps this ethos as a core principle, as it aims to discover what young people are truly lacking in their community to help them develop to their fullest potential. (WLGA, 2013)

Initially, meetings would begin as a relaxed discussion to gain a perspective on the young peoples’ views on the proposed subject matter.; this casual environment would offer young people an opportunity to teach us and share their expertise; fully exercising their role as an active participant rather than being an ‘object of research attention’. (Flutter & Ruddock, 2004: 20) In addition, Saunders and Broad (1997: i) argue that the young people should be actively involved as researchers, and that acting as ‘steering group members’ is the ideal as ‘young people are best suited to assessing their own needs, and finding creative ways of meeting them.’ Thus ensuring, as well as gaining the most in depth and honest information available needed for the research project, gives the young people a true sense of ownership over the project. Through out the project, however, the activities will be aiming to be as fun and enjoyable for the young people as possible. (LSIS, 2012; WG, 2014) As well as helping to ensure continued attendance, it will allow both the youth workers and the young people engaging in the project the most satisfaction from being involved in such a project. 

Although there are many benefits, there are also ethical issues when endeavouring on a project with participatory research methods. When having the ethical debate as to whether to involve young people as researchers, it is Mahon et al.’s (1996: 149) opinion, that the decision should be judged ‘… based on the research topic, the research methods, and the degree of skills and responsibility (and hence, age or maturity) required of the researcher.’ When creating such a research plan, it was kept in mind the age of the young people that would be involved, therefore could avoid any ethical issues of the content being inappropriate or irrelevant. It has been stated that this research project will be targeted for young people of Secondary School age, 11 and above; in Appendix B, there are many steps taking to ensure the participants are protected through out the project. Consent forms would be issued to both participants and their parents or guardians to ensure there is total transparency and understanding regarding this project and that young people would be free to withdraw when ever they wish. And all topics for discussion or activities planned, are structured to ensure they would be appropriate for young people of this age range. 

Furthermore, a main issue of concern ethically is the ‘structural vulnerability’ (Lansdown, 1994) of young people, particularly those under 18, which makes it an issue of their ability to give informed consent in a process which would probably be initiated, if not dominated, by adults. Additionally, young people may ‘stray out of their depth’ and become exposed to uncomfortable conversations, situations or emotions which may highlight their own difficult experiences. (France, 2000) All this means it is vital to ensure there is a support plan in place for these young people when embarking upon a participatory research project; and although they may take lead during this process, that the are guided to remain on topics which are appropriate and unlikely to cause any distress. Through out the research plan shown in appendix A and the Ethical approval form in appendix B, there are many opportunities for a young person to seek support if needed, and a participant’s well-being will remain a concern throughout the project.
It is important that research projects offer follow-up support and advice, and identify a strategy for passing things on.   The most vulnerable are probably the participants in your research, and the repercussions of your research on them must always be the first consideration.
(Morris, 1998: 48; Kane,1996: 107)

As stated earlier, there will be many letters and information packets given out for the young people and their parents or guardians to allow them to understand fully their role within this project. Although attendance would be voluntary, and any information gathered would be kept anonymously; it would also be a requirement for parents or guardians to acknowledge consent through written consent forms, as shown in appendix C. This would be keeping with the guidelines set by the Data Protection Act (1998) and Protection of Children Act (1978) and ensure continued safe practice for all those involved. An example of an ethical approval form that would be used for this research project can be seen in Appendix B, with Consent form being shown in Appendix C.  This will also be mandatory for all research to abide by any, and all, safeguarding policies set by the schools or organisations involved and will continue to ensure the best outcomes for all involved in this research project; be they researcher or participants. 

While participatory research can offer a detailed insight into the lives of young people, there is the problem that young people can be influenced by the interview situation and could be more likely to give answers that ‘please’ the interviewer, particularly where the interviewer is perceived as someone of authority. (Dochrell et al 2000). It would be hoped that if a research remains true to the principles of participatory research that this would be avoided, but it is important to remember this possibility while engaged with young people. Ways around this problem include asking children to act as interviewers and involving external researchers. With the research plan proposed, there would be many opportunities for young people to be engage as researchers themselves and would provide an empowering opportunity to explore the subject matter, on their own terms. Although no training, as such, would be provided for these young people, their role would be heavily supervised and monitored to ensure the research remains professional and impartial as possible.  In addition, Kirby (1999) maintains that young respondents may feel less intimidated by young researchers and thus would provide myself a more in-depth and detailed consider the lives of the young people in Carmarthenshire.

Hobbiss et al. maintained that it was essential for the young people to be involved in the research throughout, and claimed that the personal reflections of the young people offered unique, invaluable insights into the research process (1998: 62) However, this method of research can be costly in many ways. It can take considerable time, effort, energy, planning and money to fully involve young people as researchers. Factors which should not be ignored include the identification of the young people and ‘potential researchers’; recruitment; training; evaluation of performance; collection of data and payment of services. Kirby (1999: 29) states: 'It should not therefore be thought of as a fast and cheap alternative to ‘professional research'. Of particular importance is the quality of the research – if this is not high, then the method of using young researchers is expensive, and the research might be of less use to inform policy and practice.  Because of this it is important to find the correct balance to ensure, any and all, research gathered can be used to further the needs of young people. Allard (1996: 167) argues that ‘enabling young people to play an active role in research can be empowering, and can lead on to a role in policy development … changing things is not easy, and you need to exert all the influence you have got … the genuine voice of those who have actually experienced the impact of current policy is one of the most effective forms of persuasion around.’

There is undoubtedly a wealth of literature which is concerned with involving young people and children in research as participants and as researchers. Involving children in research, therefore, raises interesting methodological, practical, and ethical issues that all researchers face.   Previous research indicates that is important to go beyond the tokenistic involvement of young people, to as full a model of participation as possible, whilst not compromising the quality of the data collected, nor the experiences of the young people concerned. The role of the young person as researcher should not be an abusive, exploitative one, nor should it be regarded as collecting data ‘on the cheap.’ Participatory research involving children and young people should be ethically sound, training and development should be offered and provided, alongside continual support throughout the process, as by engaging young people as researchers of other young people, we will change their role from 'peer' to researcher.   

[bookmark: _GoBack]The key then, is to do it properly, and if done so, - alongside the recent political shifts to increase the rights and the ‘voice’ of children in all aspects of society - then participatory action research with children as researchers could well fit the bill. The school is a particular environment where the voice of the child has been completely ignored rather than just ‘unheard’, and again, if done well, such research may help to remedy this fact whilst encouraging a shift away from a purely outcome-driven view of schooling. (Clark, 2004) This is truly what this project aims to achieve, which abides by the spirit of participatory research with young people, as well as the principles and purposes that youth workers hold dear. 
