The Tale of Youth Work 

(Reflective practice - the re-discovery of youth work practice through story-telling)

Background Story:
In 2007 Connor Rowley asked, “While the core principles of youth work have immense value and currency, could it be that the difficulty in articulating youth work is leading to a situation where the currency of some of its claims are being devalued?” (YWI Conference, 2007). 

Here he was introducing the concept of a quality standards process in supporting the articulation of youth work practice. Here in Limerick Youth Service during our involvement in the National Quality and Standards Framework Process (NQSF), our implementation team identified the need to clearly identify and articulate the value of our youth work, across a large and diverse organisation. We recognised the necessity to re-claim what is unique and distinguishing about our youth work practice for young people who engage with our services. In addition to (and as a result of) the national standards process then, this articulation ‘issue’ is something that locally, we have begun to tackle in a novel, yet arguably equally effective way. We are embarking on a journey of re-discovery with a re-focus on the ‘cornerstones’ of youth work which defines the distinctiveness of our services.  

In this regard old links between Limerick Youth Service and Bernard Davies were reignited. The involvement of Bernard Davies has been welcomed excitedly by our youth work staff, recognising his experience, invaluable insight and how he is described by his peers as, “the most significant practitioner and intellectual in the field of youth work in the last fifty years” (Youth & Policy, 2005). Davies more recently has been central to the ‘In Defence of Youth Work’ (IDYW) Campaign initiated in 2009 in the UK. This campaign provides a platform for the collective voice of youth workers in protecting and advocating for “emancipatory and democratic youth work” (www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk). 

As part of this campaign IDYW has produced a book entitled ‘This is Youth Work: Stories From Practice’. This book forms the basis of the journey Limerick Youth Service is now travelling. ‘This is Youth Work’, emerged as part of a challenge by the IDYW to what they view as the predominant, managerialist approach encroaching on youth work. A perspective focussed on number crunching and inputs vs outcomes ‘evidence’ etc. Using stories and placing at the centre the ‘experience’ of youth work, they argue that this method of capturing stories is “congruent with and indeed integral to the voluntary engagement that makes youth work so distinctive as a practice with young people” (2011; p.8). And that real evidence of the effectiveness and value of youth work “will come about only if decision-makers, youth workers and young people enter into consistent, critical conversations with one another about what makes youth work tick. It will come about only if youth work is democratic through and through” (2011; p.8)

The Workshop story:

We begun our pilot of ‘Storytelling’ over two days this January facilitated by Bernard Davies, and Suzanne Hunter Darch (also an IDYW activist). A core group of staff, were brought through the storytelling workshop, adapted from the initial IDYW programme, prepared by Dr. Sarah Banks of Durham University. The method devised by Dr Banks, “is derived from the first stage of a Socratic dialogue approach” (IDYW; 2013). Based on their experiences of using the programme in the UK and tailored to the specifics of our organisation, Bernard and Suzanne prepared a modified programme which aimed:

· To give Limerick Youth Service youth workers an opportunity to explore what youth work practice means for them in their current work settings.
· To describe and analyse examples of their past or current youth work practice.

· To analyse some of these examples and reflect on how and why they are youth work.

· To compare these definitions with the definition of youth work advocated by the In Defence of Youth Work campaign in the UK.
The Storytelling method, cannot be confused with day to day conversation. Everyday we as youth workers tell each other our stories, and in many ways we are experts in ‘anecdotes’. However the storytelling method builds on our conversational strengths, allowing us to capture our practice through a thought-out methodical approach. This involves a combination of strong facilitation, informed probing / questioning, peer interrogation and a thorough documentation of the stories. 

My Story

Being involved in the story telling workshop over the two days has been a unique experience. Following the workshops I wrote two paragraphs on how I was feeling and markedly the words I chose were – energised, enthusiastic and optimistic. My experience of the story-telling process was immensely powerful. This impression of story telling I feel is due to the ownership I felt during the process, as I use my own words to describe and be supported by my peers to name my youth work practice. The opportunity to tell my story appears simple, but as the web of my story was un-woven through the workshop method, the intricacy and depth of story-telling as a means of capturing practice emerged.

Our Story
For two days, we participated in a group, critically thinking about, talking about, interrogating, and listening to practice that is happening in Limerick Youth Service; and I felt a real sense of being part of a movement that has at its core youth work. The challenge is to now advance on our two day experience and put in place a process of ‘cascading’ story-telling through-out the organisation, in order to capture the breath of youth work practice and collectively articulate our youth work. The potential of storytelling may be in it’s infancy for us, however, I am hopeful that this will be integral to asserting the ‘currency’ of our claims, as we build additional avenues to articulate and capture our practice. 

In introducing the idea of storytelling in 2010 in the UK, Davies talked about demonstrating the impact of youth work by re-claiming new managerial language in youth work, by “taking hold of it making it ours and turning it to our ends”, maybe this is part of the journey we are on, maybe this is our means of reclaiming the term ‘reflective practice’,  grounding  it - Let’s be youth workers, let’s tell our ‘stories’...
http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/20252-Youth-stories-report-2011_4th-1.pdf
http://www.indefenceofyouthwork.org.uk/wordpress/?page_id=773


