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Part 1 – Critical Evaluation of a Journal Article
Article Identification and Summary
The article under review is:
Williams, S. and Richardson, R. (2024) What Do JNC Youth Workers Conceive of as ‘Professional Maturity’ in Youth Work Practice, Journal of Applied Youth Studies, 7, pp. 157–176.
This study looks at how youth workers in the UK understand the idea of “professional maturity” and whether it affects how they work. It fills a gap in research, as professionalism and maturity are usually studied separately rather than together. The authors’ focus on workers’ personal experiences and how they see things at a particular point in time.

The study utilised an online questionnaire (n=51) and a follow-up semi-structured interview (n=5), targeting JNC-qualified youth workers. Thematic analysis generated six key themes: qualification, professional transference, attributes, values, beyond self, and chameleon. The findings suggest that professional maturity is not a fixed state but an evolving process shaped by experience, relationships, and context. Importantly, the study highlights a lack of shared language and consistency in defining professional maturity within youth work.

This article makes a valuable contribution to understanding professional identity in youth work, particularly by addressing an under-researched concept. However, there are significant weaknesses in the study’s sampling strategy, conceptual clarity, and depth of critical analysis, which limit the generalisability and theoretical robustness of its conclusions.

Research Aim
The research aim—to explore what JNC youth workers conceive as “professional maturity”—is clearly stated and consistently maintained throughout the article. The authors justify the study by identifying a gap in the literature, noting that professionalism and maturity have rarely been examined together.
However, while the aim is clear, it is arguably too broad and exploratory. The lack of a clearly defined research question reduces focus and makes it difficult to evaluate the success of the study. According to Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018), strong research should have clearly operationalised concepts and focused questions. In this case, “professional maturity” remains loosely defined throughout, which weakens analytical precision.

Evaluation of Literature Review
The literature review demonstrates reasonable breadth, drawing on research related to professionalism, maturity, and youth work. It incorporates key debates around social construction, power, and professional identity, referencing authors such as Bradford (2007) and Batsleer (2013). However, there are several limitations. There is a lack of depth, as the review tends to describe rather than critically analyse existing literature. There is also limited integration of theory; while phenomenology is mentioned, there is minimal engagement with theoretical frameworks that could underpin the study, such as identity theory or professionalisation theory. In addition, the structure is somewhat fragmented, with the literature appearing disjointed and moving between concepts without a strong logical progression.
Denscombe (2021) emphasises that literature reviews should provide a clear rationale leading directly to the research question. In this article, the connection between the reviewed literature and the study’s design is not always explicit. Additionally, although the article acknowledges that “professional maturity” is under-researched, it relies heavily on adjacent fields such as nursing and teaching, which may not fully translate to youth work contexts.
The article identifies a lack of shared language around professional values. However, this claim can be challenged, as national frameworks do exist, such as Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes, which clearly outline core values including voluntary participation, inclusion, and rights-based practice (Youth Work in Wales Review Group, 2022).

Methodology
The study adopts a qualitative phenomenological approach, which is appropriate given its aim to explore subjective experiences and meanings. Phenomenology is particularly suited to understanding how individuals interpret their professional identities (Bell and Waters, 2018).
The use of both questionnaires and semi-structured interviews provides methodological triangulation, which strengthens the study. However, there are notable issues, including the use of questionnaires in a phenomenological approach, as open-ended questionnaires may limit depth compared to interviews because they rely on participants’ written responses without the opportunity for probing, and a lack of methodological justification, as the authors do not fully explain why this combination of methods was chosen over other qualitative approaches.



The findings emphasise a wide range of skills and attributes required for ‘professional maturity’. However, this appears inconsistent with established frameworks such as the National Occupational Standards, which clearly define core competencies including relationship building, safeguarding and reflective practice (CLD Standards Council, 2019). While the Standards present these competencies as structured, measurable and professionally agreed benchmarks, the article portrays professional maturity as fluid, subjective and lacking a shared definition. This creates a tension between a formalised understanding of professional competence and the article’s suggestion that professional maturity is individually constructed and context dependent. As a result, the study risks overlooking the extent to which professional expectations in youth work are already standardised within national frameworks.

The researchers acknowledge their positionality as experienced youth workers; however, the implications of this are not fully explored. According to BERA (2024), researchers must critically reflect on how their roles, relationships and prior assumptions may influence both data collection and interpretation. While the authors state that they attempted to minimise bias, greater transparency regarding reflexivity would strengthen the study’s methodological rigour.

Participants
The study included 56 participants, primarily JNC-qualified youth workers in the UK. While this sample size is reasonable for qualitative research, several limitations affect its credibility, including sampling bias, as most participants held level 6 or 7 qualifications, limiting the representation of lower-qualified practitioners. There is also self-selection bias, as participants were recruited through professional networks, which may favour more engaged or confident practitioners; and a lack of diversity data, with limited discussion of demographics such as age, ethnicity, or years of experience. Cohen et al. (2018) highlight that sampling strategies should ensure representativeness where possible. In this case, the sample is skewed, reducing the transferability of findings. The British Educational Research Association (BERA) (2024) emphasises the importance of respecting participants’ autonomy and voice although the article provides limited detail on how participants were actively involved beyond data collection.

Data Collection Methods
The use of online questionnaires and semi-structured interviews was a practical and contextually appropriate choice, particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic, when face-to-face data collection was often restricted (Denscombe, 2021). The authors also attempted to reduce bias by using open-ended questions, enabling participants to express their views in their own words rather than being constrained by predefined response options, which is consistent with qualitative research principles aimed at capturing lived experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This approach offered several strengths, including increased accessibility and a wider reach, as online methods allow participants from different geographical locations to take part without the need for travel, thereby broadening participation (Bryman, 2016). It also provided flexibility for participants, who could complete questionnaires or participate in interviews at times convenient to them, potentially improving response rates and the depth of engagement (Denzin, 1978).

However, there are several limitations to this approach. One key issue relates to the use of questionnaires, as Einola and Alvesson (2020) argue that questionnaires often assume a shared understanding of concepts, which may not hold true when exploring abstract ideas such as “professional maturity,” potentially leading to inconsistent or superficial responses. In addition, the use of group interview dynamics may have influenced participants’ contributions, as individuals can be affected by the presence or opinions of others, potentially limiting the authenticity of responses or discouraging dissenting views (Kitzinger, 1995). Furthermore, there is a lack of methodological transparency, as the article does not provide sufficient detail regarding the specific questions asked or the interview procedures followed, making it difficult to fully assess the rigour and reliability of the data collection process (Denscombe, 2021). Overall, while the methods are appropriate, their implementation lacks transparency and depth.

Data Analysis
The study uses thematic analysis, which is an appropriate method for analysing qualitative data and allows for the systematic identification, organisation, and interpretation of patterns within participants’ responses (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The identification of six themes provides a clear and structured framework for understanding the findings and helps to organise complex data into meaningful categories. However, the analysis raises several concerns, including a lack of transparency, as the process of coding and theme development is not clearly explained, making it difficult to assess the rigour of the analytical procedure (Nowell et al., 2017). There is also limited evidence presented to support the themes, with few direct quotations from participants, which weakens the credibility of the findings and reduces the reader’s ability to evaluate the connection between the data and the interpretations (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Additionally, there is the potential for researcher bias; although the authors claim to minimise this, their insider position within the field may have influenced how the data were interpreted, which is a recognised challenge in qualitative research and requires careful reflexivity (Berger, 2015). Clarke et al. (2015) stress the importance of transparency in thematic analysis. Without detailed explanation, it is difficult to assess the rigour of the analysis.

Ethical Considerations
The study demonstrates a clear awareness of ethical issues, as ethical approval was obtained, informed consent was secured from all participants, and individuals were appropriately debriefed following their involvement in the research. In addition, support was offered to participants if needed, indicating consideration of their wellbeing throughout the research process. These practices reflect key ethical principles in social research, including respect for persons, protection from harm, and the right to withdraw, and align with established guidelines as outlined by Alderson and Morrow (2011) as well as the British Educational Research Association (2024), which emphasise the importance of safeguarding participants and maintaining integrity in educational research.

However, some areas are underdeveloped, particularly in relation to power dynamics, as there is limited discussion of the relationships between researchers and participants and how these may influence the research process or responses. There is also insufficient detail regarding confidentiality, with no clear explanation of data storage procedures or how anonymity was ensured, which are key components of ethical research practice (Denscombe, 2021). In addition, there is minimal consideration of online research ethics, including potential digital risks such as data security, privacy, and the implications of conducting research in virtual environments (British Educational Research Association, 2024). While basic ethical standards are met, deeper critical engagement with these issues is lacking. Furthermore, the article pays limited attention to participation and rights-based practice, despite these being central to contemporary youth work policy. Current Welsh guidance emphasises that young people must be actively involved in decision-making and service design, reinforcing the importance of participatory approaches within youth work (Welsh Government, 2024).

Relevance and Implications for Practice
The study has clear relevance for youth work practice, as it highlights the importance of reflective practice and ongoing professional development in supporting practitioners to continually improve their skills and understanding (Schön, 1983). It also emphasises the role of supervision and mentoring, which are widely recognised as essential mechanisms for professional learning, support, and accountability within youth work settings (Davys & Beddoe, 2010). In addition, the study identifies inconsistencies in professional values and language, suggesting a need for greater clarity and shared understanding across the sector to strengthen professional identity and practice.
These insights are valuable for training and professional development in youth work. However, practical implications are not fully developed. The article suggests that the model could be used in supervision but does not provide detailed guidance on implementation.
In real-world contexts, the findings could inform:
· Curriculum design in youth work education 
· Professional standards development 
· Reflective practice frameworks

Structure and Academic Writing Style
The article is generally well-structured, with clear sections and a logical progression that makes it easy to follow, and the writing is accessible and appropriate for an academic audience. It demonstrates several strengths, including clear organisation, a consistent focus on the research aim throughout, and the effective use of subheadings to guide the reader through different sections of the paper. However, there are also some limitations, such as repetition in certain sections, which can reduce the overall impact of the argument, as well as a lack of critical depth, with the discussion often remaining at a descriptive level rather than engaging in deeper analysis. Additionally, there is an over-reliance on descriptive language, which further limits the development of a more critical and evaluative perspective. As Bell and Waters (2018) emphasise, criticality is a key component of strong academic writing, and this is somewhat limited within the article.

Conclusion
Overall, this article provides a useful exploratory insight into the concept of professional maturity in youth work. Its strengths lie in addressing an under-researched topic, adopting an appropriate phenomenological approach to explore lived experiences, and generating a practical conceptual model that can inform understanding within the field. However, significant limitations reduce its overall impact, including weak sampling and limited representativeness, a lack of analytical depth and methodological transparency, and the absence of a clearly defined core concept, as “professional maturity” remains insufficiently conceptualised. These issues reflect broader concerns in qualitative research regarding rigour and clarity (Denscombe, 2021). As a result, while the article makes a valuable contribution to ongoing discussion, it should be used cautiously as evidence for informing practice or policy.




































Part 2: Research Ethics and Reflection Portfolio: Teenage Pregnancy
Introduction and Research Focus
This proposed research project focuses on teenage pregnancy in the United Kingdom, examining the social, educational and emotional experiences of young people who become parents during adolescence. Teenage pregnancy remains a significant social issue despite declining rates, as it is often associated with inequalities in education, health outcomes and socio-economic opportunities (Office for National Statistics, 2023). Within youth work and community practice, understanding the lived experiences of young parents is essential in order to provide effective support and promote positive outcomes.
The aim of this research is to explore the factors contributing to teenage pregnancy, while also investigating how young people experience pregnancy and early parenthood. In addition, the study seeks to examine how support systems, such as family, education providers and youth services, influence the wellbeing and future opportunities of teenage parents. The research will be conducted within a youth or community setting and will involve participants aged between 15 and 19 who are either currently pregnant or have experienced early parenthood.
This project aligns with the aims of the Applied Social and Educational Research module, which emphasises the development of ethical, reflective and methodologically sound research within real-world contexts. The focus on teenage pregnancy is particularly relevant to youth work practice, as it requires an understanding of both structural inequalities and individual experiences.

Ethical Principles Underpinning the Research
The research will be guided by core ethical principles that underpin all social research involving human participants. These include respect for persons, beneficence, justice and integrity. Respect for persons requires that participants are treated with dignity and that their autonomy is recognised, particularly when working with young people who may be considered vulnerable. Beneficence involves minimising harm and ensuring that participation in the research does not negatively impact individuals. Justice relates to fairness in recruitment and participation, ensuring that no group is unfairly excluded or burdened. Integrity requires honesty, transparency and accountability throughout the research process.
These principles are reflected in established ethical frameworks such as the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024), which emphasises the importance of safeguarding participants and maintaining professional standards. When conducting research on sensitive topics such as teenage pregnancy, these principles become particularly important, as participants may be sharing personal and potentially distressing experiences.         
Informed Consent and Assent
Informed consent is a fundamental aspect of ethical research practice and ensures that participants understand the purpose, procedures and potential risks of the study before agreeing to take part. In this research, participants will be provided with a detailed information sheet outlining the aims of the study, what participation involves, and how their data will be used. This information will be presented in clear, accessible language to ensure comprehension.
Participants will be informed that their involvement is entirely voluntary and that they have the right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. For participants under the age of 18, additional considerations will be required. In line with ethical guidance for research with children and young people, parental or guardian consent may be obtained alongside the young person’s assent (Alderson and Morrow, 2011). However, it is also important to consider the young person’s right to confidentiality and autonomy, particularly in cases where involving parents may not be appropriate.
The process of obtaining consent will be ongoing rather than a one-time event, allowing participants to revisit their decision throughout the research. This approach reflects good ethical practice and ensures that participants remain comfortable and informed throughout their involvement
Confidentiality and Data Protection
Confidentiality is a key ethical consideration, particularly when dealing with sensitive topics such as teenage pregnancy. In this research, all participants will be assured that their identities will remain confidential. Pseudonyms will be used in all transcripts, reports and publications, and any identifying details will be removed to prevent recognition.
Data protection will be managed in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). All data will be stored securely on password-protected devices, and access will be limited to the researcher and their academic supervisor. Audio recordings and transcripts will be encrypted and stored securely, and data will be retained only for the duration required by institutional guidelines before being safely destroyed.
Participants will also be informed about who will have access to their data and how it will be used. This transparency is essential in building trust and ensuring that participants feel confident in sharing their experiences.




Risks to Participants and Risk Management
Research on teenage pregnancy carries potential risks for participants, particularly in relation to emotional wellbeing. Discussing personal experiences may evoke feelings of distress, anxiety or discomfort (British Psychological Society, 2021). There is also a risk of social or reputational harm if confidentiality is breached, particularly in small communities where individuals may be identifiable.
To minimise these risks, several strategies will be implemented. Interviews will be conducted in a safe and supportive environment, either in person or online, depending on participant preference. Participants will be reminded that they can decline to answer any questions and may withdraw from the study at any time. In addition, information about support services, such as counselling or youth support organisations, will be provided if needed.
Safeguarding is another critical consideration. If a participant discloses information indicating that they or someone else is at risk of harm, the researcher has a duty to act in accordance with safeguarding procedures. This may involve reporting the concern to appropriate authorities while ensuring that the participant is supported throughout the process.

Risks to the Researcher
In addition to risks faced by participants, it is important to consider the potential impact on the researcher. Engaging with sensitive topics such as teenage pregnancy may lead to emotional strain, particularly if participants share difficult or traumatic experiences. There may also be challenges related to role conflict, especially if the researcher has a background in youth work and is perceived as a practitioner rather than a researcher.
These risks will be managed through regular supervision and reflective practice. Engaging in supervision sessions will provide an opportunity to discuss challenges, process emotional responses and ensure that appropriate boundaries are maintained. The researcher will also adhere to institutional policies regarding lone working and safety, particularly when conducting interviews in community settings.
Power Dynamics and Inclusion
Power dynamics are an important consideration in research involving young people (Economic and Social Research Council, 2023). As an adult researcher, there is an inherent power imbalance that may influence how participants respond or engage with the study. This is further complicated if the researcher is also a practitioner within the same setting.
To address these issues, the research will adopt a participatory and inclusive approach. Efforts will be made to create a comfortable and non-judgemental environment in which participants feel able to express their views openly. The researcher will emphasise that there are no right or wrong answers and that participants are the experts in their own experiences.
Inclusion will also be considered in terms of ensuring that diverse voices are represented. Teenage pregnancy is often associated with marginalised groups (Public Health England, 2018), and it is important that the research does not reinforce stereotypes or exclude certain perspectives. This approach aligns with the principles of equity and justice in ethical research practice (British Educational Research Association, 2018).
Working with Vulnerable Groups
Teenage parents are often considered a vulnerable group due to their age, social circumstances and potential exposure to stigma or disadvantage (Department for Education, 2019). As such, additional ethical considerations are required when working with this population.
Gatekeepers, such as youth workers or support organisations, may play a role in facilitating access to participants. While gatekeepers can be helpful in ensuring that participants are supported, it is important to ensure that their involvement does not compromise the voluntary nature of participation.
Safeguarding procedures will be strictly followed, and the researcher will be aware of their responsibilities in relation to mandatory reporting. Balancing confidentiality with the duty to protect participants is a key challenge in this context, requiring careful ethical judgement.
Digital and Online Research Considerations
If the research involves online interviews or digital communication, additional ethical considerations must be addressed. Online platforms can present risks related to privacy and data security, as well as challenges in ensuring informed consent.
To address these issues, secure platforms such as Microsoft Teams will be used, and participants will be informed about how their data will be stored and protected. Consent will be obtained prior to recording any interviews, and participants will be made aware of any potential risks associated with online communication.
Consideration will also be given to the digital divide, as not all participants may have equal access to technology. Providing flexible options for participation will help to ensure inclusivity.


Ethical Dilemma
An example of an ethical dilemma that may arise in this research involves a participant disclosing information about abuse or neglect. In such cases, the researcher is faced with the challenge of balancing confidentiality with the duty to protect the participant. The appropriate response would be to follow safeguarding procedures, which may involve reporting the disclosure to relevant authorities. Participants will be informed at the outset that confidentiality may be broken if there is a risk of harm. While this may impact trust, it is essential to prioritise the safety and wellbeing of the participant (National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children, 2023).
This dilemma highlights the importance of ethical frameworks, such as those provided by BERA (2024), which emphasise the responsibility of researchers to act in the best interests of participants.
Ethical Frameworks and Institutional Policies
This research is informed by a range of ethical frameworks and institutional policies, including the BERA Ethical Guidelines (2024). These frameworks provide guidance on issues such as informed consent, confidentiality and safeguarding, ensuring that the research is conducted in a responsible and ethical manner.
Importantly, ethical decision-making is not simply about following rules but involves critical reflection and judgement. This aligns with the expectations outlined in the assignment guidance, which emphasises the need to critically engage with ethical principles rather than simply describing them
Researcher Positionality
The researcher’s positionality plays a significant role in shaping the research process. Personal values, experiences and assumptions can influence how data is collected, interpreted and presented (Charmaz, 2014). In this study, it is important to reflect on any preconceived ideas about teenage pregnancy and to remain open to participants’ perspectives.
Engaging in reflexive practice will help to identify and address potential biases. This may involve keeping a reflective journal and discussing insights with a supervisor. By acknowledging positionality, the researcher can enhance the credibility and ethical integrity of the study.
Reflection on Ethics and Professional Development
Engaging with ethical considerations in this research has highlighted the complexity of conducting research with young and potentially vulnerable participants. It has reinforced the importance of safeguarding, informed consent and confidentiality, as well as the need for ongoing reflection throughout the research process.
This experience has also contributed to the development of professional identity, particularly in relation to youth work practice. Understanding the ethical dimensions of research is essential for working effectively with young people and ensuring that their voices are heard in a respectful and responsible manner.
Conclusion
In conclusion, this research proposal demonstrates a comprehensive and ethically informed approach to studying teenage pregnancy. By addressing key ethical principles, considering risks to participants and the researcher, and engaging in reflective practice, the study aligns with Level 5 expectations of critical understanding and ethical awareness.
The integration of ethical frameworks, practical strategies and reflexivity ensures that the research is both responsible and meaningful. Ultimately, this approach supports the development of research that contributes to improved understanding and practice within youth work and community settings, while upholding the ethical duties and professional responsibilities of the researcher.
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