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Youth workers can have a significant, positive impact on the lives of the young people which they support and help them become positive, active members of the communities in which they live. Good youth work practice underpinned by sound knowledge of the principles and purposes of youth work and Youth Work National Occupational Standards (2019),  carried out in a variety of settings can give opportunities to young people to explore, engage, develop and to participate in programs and activities which may be of interest to them. My essay will discuss the key principles of youth work, the values and characteristics of youth work and how these affect the young people who engage with youth workers and youth provisions and how non-formal learning can be used in a youth work setting.

Youth work takes place in a number of different settings including schools, colleges, youth clubs, sports clubs and religious groups. These settings are pre-designated and times and places are arranged in advance and can be advertised via social media, word of mouth or flyers. In Wales, all social media posts and flyers must be in both English and Welsh, staying true to inclusivity. Outreach and detached youth work looks to support young people on their territory, perhaps with no prior agreed location, with the emphasis on engaging and signposting. Outreach youth work is often seen as an extension of centre based youth work and might be considered the first step to longer term engagement with existing, established youth provisions and other support agencies. Detached and Outreach Handbook (2014, p.5). Activities and provisions are delivered and run by both maintained and third party sectors. They offer a variety of informal and non-formal opportunities and activities which can be delivered via longer term projects possibly leading to qualifications, accreditation or recognition of the young people’s work and outcomes. Some recognised qualifications which might be offered such as the Princes Trust Achieve Program follow a syllabus but there are other methods of delivery and there does not necessarily have to be a qualification or accreditation upon completion. Some youth clubs offer a selection of activities on any given day and could include sports, arts and crafts, project planning, information and guidance, forums and committees depending on the wants and needs of the young people and the wider community. There are also themed youth centres where the focus could be on a particular activity or identified need such as music, emotional health and wellbeing, employment support, women’s and girls’ groups. 
Youth Work in Wales Review Group (2022, p.6) explain that in all centres, provisions, outreach and detached work the participation of young people is voluntary. Their involvement is not required by law, there are no sanctions for not participating and the relationship between youth workers and young people is forged with this as a pre-requisite. 

The principles of youth work are the building blocks to ensure that any support provided meets the five pillars of youth work; educative, inclusive, expressive, empowering and participative. As discussed previously in my essay, the relationship between youth workers and young people is based on voluntary participation. In most cases there is no clearly defined start point as to when youth work begins. Support will start when the young person feels ready. There are some contradictions to this principle which Batsleer and Davies (2010, p.12) discuss when they highlight the open access provisions such as youth clubs versus targeted support offered in schools and by youth offending teams. A student in a secondary school may be referred to a school based youth worker as part of a behaviour plan and may feel they have little choice but to engage. As a key principle of youth work, the student should not be penalised for non-participation.

All young people who attend youth provisions have the right to have their voices heard on all matters concerning their development and youth workers can empower young people to do this by helping them to recognise their strengths and weakness through play, discussions, group work and activities which will enable the young person to have their say and to contribute to their own development irrespective of barriers. Young people are more likely to rise to these challenges when they feel safe, respected and seen as equal partners. Self-respect and respect for others can be achieved by promoting young people’s rights, allowing activities and projects to be led by young people ensuring they are involved at all stages of the process and giving them responsibilities as individuals and as a group with some degree of accountability for their own outcomes and learning experiences.  

When a young person makes the decision to engage with a youth work provision, it is the responsibility of the youth worker to ensure that any support offered is young person centred. From the first time a young person steps foot in a youth centre, their journey has begun and the type of support they receive initially will depend upon where the young person is at that stage of their lives. Using tools such as a person centred plan which I use with every young person I support, will demonstrate to the young person that they are listened to, valued, respected and that any barriers to success are identified. Families can be an important influence on young people as are the communities in which they live so reaching out and including these in any planning can have a positive effect on the young person and increase the likelihood of successful informal learning outcomes. Jeffs and Smith (2005, p.6) suggest that the informal learning experiences and outcomes of young people in youth centres and other youth provisions can be maximised by the skill and creativity of youth workers as informal educators, using different resources, involving family, friends and wider community groups to create learning opportunities and to challenge and inspire young people for the duration of their engagement, hence informal education is sometimes referred to as lifelong learning. As children develop into young adults, there will be added responsibilities and pressures given to them and there will be stages which some may find difficult or challenging. Youth work can help prepare young people for these added pressures and responsibilities by maximising non-formal learning opportunities be it via planned projects or ad hoc events 

As young people progress and begin to understand themselves and the world in which they live, they will interface with people from different cultures, religions, social and economic backgrounds, with different interests and aspirations. The values of respect, equality and inclusion are paramount to any youth program and will enable young people challenge some of their own pre conceived ideas of diversity. For this to be possible, young people need a safe environment to explore their values, beliefs and to discuss ideas and issues which affect them and their families. Due to the sometimes sensitive nature of discussions involving diversity and equality, there may be occasions when young people make mistakes and either intentionally or unintentionally upset or alienate other people or communities. The National Youth Agency (no date) state that when instances such as this occur, the focus should be on the development of skills and attitudes rather than seeking to correct the mistake or behaviours. 
Any youth work program must be monitored to ensure that Youth Work National Occupational Standards (2019) set values and performance indicators are met. Youth workers have a responsibility to monitor not only the direct impact youth work programs and projects have on young people and their families and communities but the impact they may have on local authority or third party policy and strategy. Multi agency collaboration to support young people, to plan and implement projects and to find solutions to individual or community needs is not only hugely beneficial but it is also a statutory requirement for local authorities under The Childrens Act 1989. Support for young people may require multi agency working with police, social services, youth offending teams, homeless teams, mental health charities, schools, colleges and behaviour support.  Walker (2018, p.8) describes how a mutli agency approach allows different workers form different agencies to work collaboratively ,to plan and implement a strategy to solve issues and support young people to a successful outcome. 

To conclude my essay, youth work purposes, values and characteristics have been clearly defined by the Youth Work National Occupational Standards. How these are implemented and practised in a youth work setting will depend upon the youth workers themselves, the organisation they work for and the resources available. When young people choose to engage with a youth provision their social and economic development, willingness to engage and stay engaged and the relationships they form with peers and adults can in part be attributed to the process of non-formal learning. 
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