IN DEFENCE OF YOUTH WORK

WHAT WE STAND FOR

Youth Work aspires to a special relationship with young people.  It wants to meet young women and men on their terms.  It claims to be 'on their side' and to start from their concerns and interests.  

Youth Work, in common with other educational and welfare state services, is today showing the impact of three decades of intrusive Thatcherite and New Labour management aimed at controlling workers' day-to-day practice more and more tightly. Paradoxically this has been underpinned by a 'market' ideology which has 'freed' the economy and powerful financial institutions of virtually all state controls.  The result is that Youth Work is close to being forced to abandon this distinctive commitment.  It can all too easily accept the State's terms, to side with the State's agenda.  Profound changes are taking place, which should be resisted.

Within the present period of political confusion and dismay we want to reaffirm our belief in an emancipatory and democratic Youth Work, whose cornerstones are:

· The sanctity of the voluntary principle; the freedom for young people to enter into and withdraw from Youth Work as they so wish.

· A commitment to conversations with young people which start from their concerns and within which both youth worker and young person are educated and out of which opportunities for new learning and experience can be created.

· The importance of association, of fostering supportive relationships, of encouraging the development of autonomous groups and 'the sharing of a common life'.

· A commitment to valuing and attending to the here-and -now of young people's experience rather than just focusing on 'transitions'.

· An insistence upon a democratic practice within which every effort is made to ensure that young people play the fullest part in making decisions about anything affecting them.

· The continuing necessity of recognising that young people are not a homogenous group and that issues of class, gender, race, sexuality and disability remain central.

· The essential significance of the youth worker themselves, whose outlook, integrity and autonomy is at the heart of fashioning a serious yet humorous, improvisatory yet rehearsed educational practice with young people.

Our definition is at odds with much that passes for Youth Work today.  Successive governments in the neo-liberal era have sought to introduce the norms and values of the market into our work.  Attempts have been made to impose the very antithesis of the Youth Work process: predictable and prescribed outcomes.  A range of policies push us ever nearer to becoming little more than an agency of behavioural modification.  The top-down imposition of an integrated workforce will harm occupational specialisms like Youth Work and damage the responsiveness of services for young people.  

In the face of these pressures many workers are deeply concerned:

· That their principles and values are under attack.

· That they are losing a belief in what they are doing.

· That universal services are disappearing in the face of the targeted agenda, e.g. in the name of 'preventing violent extremism'.

· That they are being turned towards an individualised case work approach, 'working on rather than with young people'.

· That the emphasis on targets and accreditation is undermining the crucial need to create relationships.

· That the shift from a detached youth work on young people's terms to one focused on surveillance and policing continues.

· That the training and education on offer, particularly at NVQ level, is not producing questioning and critical practitioners.

· That the role and importance of volunteers and part-time workers is being cheapened and overlooked.

· And that young people themselves are under attack, their rights being taken away.

In hoping to develop this Campaign we are committed to working closely with others fighting the same corner:

· The Youth Work Trade Unions in the struggle to defend jobs, conditions and services, and youth work practice itself.

· Other Youth Work organisations such as the Federation of Detached Youth Work.

· Voluntary and community organisations seeking to regain their autonomy such as the National Coalition for Independent Action.

· Fellow travellers in other education and welfare agencies such as the Social Work Action Network.

If you sympathise with and support our stance, we ask you to join in our activity at local, regional and national levels.  To keep abreast of developments, visit our web site at http://indefenceofyouthwork.wordpress.com   To get in touch direct, contact us at indefenceofyouthwork@gmail.com 

There is so much to think through together.  However, in joining the argument you are lending your voice to what might be a radical revival of a form of Youth Work that wishes to play its part in the creation of a just, equal and democratic society.

IN THE WORDS OF THE OLD SLOGAN, WE NEED TO EDUCATE, AGITATE AND ORGANISE! 

