YOUNG PEOPLE’S PARTICIPATION

Veronica Wilson wonders if organisations working with young people have a common understanding of what participation really means, and urges the youth service to share its expertise and methodology with wider professions. 

In Wales young people’s participation is enshrined in the strategies and guidance of Extending Entitlement: supporting young people in Wales (NAW 2000) and Children and Young People: a Framework for Action (NAW 2000) as a necessary prerequisite for developing services responsive to the needs of children and young people. Funky Dragon (the Children and Young People’s Assembly) has been established and Youth Fora in Local Authority areas have been set up. The Children’s Commissioner is committed to participation and the Children’s sector undertakes considerable consultation and participation work. Advocacy services and Voices from Care ensure that young people’s views are heard in the looked after system and wider, and Communities First initiatives are working to engage young people in community action.

But are we talking about the same thing when we say participation? I think sometimes we are and sometimes not, and there needs to be some clarification.

On a basic level participation is just about people being involved, but in the youth service it should mean a lot more. It is a method of working with a long history; it was recognised and championed in the 1950s by the Albemarle Committee and later in 1982 in the Thompson Report, and is one of the four pillars of the Youth Work Curriculum Statement for Wales. Once through the door, ensuring that young people have individual or collective responsibility is a key component whatever activities are undertaken. These activities might be focussed more personally or have an impact on other young people and the community, but all should result in positive outcomes for the young person in terms of the development of confidence and skills and learning about the wider world. 

Activities and the way participation is expressed is a function of the youth work organisation’s aims, objectives and history. In the voluntary sector there are many examples of participatory working from the self determining organisations, community action, volunteering, action on behalf of a particular issue, peer education, and a host of young people determining and organising activities often as part of an organisation-specific programme.

Children’s organisations promote participation from a rights agenda, underpinned by the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child. Part of their work is championing the views of children and young people, developing methods of consultation particularly with children and young people whose voices are not often heard because of age, circumstance or disability, and supporting ways that young people can be their own advocates. 

Youth Fora and Funky Dragon go one step further and ask young people to be involved in the debate about public issues through their structures. This is participation in public decision-making and requires both supported and articulate young people, and methods to involve young people who are not so obviously articulate.

Community development and social action models of youth participation, similar in many respects to youth service models, are being promoted in Communities First areas. Involving young people in e-consultations and debates are methods used by Canllaw. The work of the minority community youth groups and disability organisations to engage and provide services for young people are all forms of participation designed to support the needs of young people.

There are important differences and similarities to consider in the terminology of participation. Youth service participation is both a method and an outcome, with the focus often on the process elements. In some other contexts the emphasis is on achieving the outcome – visability for young people and their views. All methods have to empower young people with knowledge, skills and confidence and these methods must be participatory and young person focussed. If not, to my mind, there is very little point in doing it. With public bodies expected to seek the views of young people there is a danger that other agendas may take priority, and even with the best of intentions, young people’s efforts could be used and abused.

There is now a coming together of all sectors to share expertise, develop practice and advise on participation methods.  An Enabling Participation Consortium is being set up with practitioner organisations. The Youth Policy Team, responsible for participation in the Welsh Assembly Government is appointing a project leader for participation. The Electoral Commission has developed an outreach project covering Wales to support young people’s involvement in the democratic and electoral processes. 

CWVYS is also working with its partners in the 4 Nations with a joint consortium bid to the Community Fund to develop and celebrate community action in the voluntary youth sector.

With all this activity we must be clear about what participation means and the role and contribution of the youth service both voluntary and maintained. We must be able and willing to work together with other sectors, share our methodologies and expertise, learn from each other, and to develop our practice further.

References

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY FOR WALES, 2000. Extending Entitlement: supporting young people in Wales. Cardiff: NAW.

NATIONAL ASSEMBLY FOR WALES, 2000. Children and Young People: a Framework for Action  - consultation document. Cardiff. NAW.

THE ALBEMARLE REPORT, 1960. The Youth Service in England and Wales. London HMSO.
THE THOMPSON REPORT, 1982. Experience and Participation. CMND 8686. London HMSO.

Veronica Wilson is the Chief Executive of CWVYS (Council for Wales of Voluntary Services).  

CWVYS

Leslie Court, Lon y Llyn, Caerphilly CF83 1BQ

Tel: 029 2085 5722  Fax: 029 2085 5701

cwvys@wya.org.uk
[925 words]

