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1. INTRODUCTION
Youth Work

Youth work has been defined in different places as being “educative, empowering, 
participative, expressive and inclusive” and its distinctive character is seen as the voluntary 
relationship young people have with youth workers (see e.g. CoE 2017; CWVYS n.d.). 
Therefore, as this compendium illustrates, while each country has its own legal or policy 
based definition of youth work, this primary focus upon the young person provides a 
common thread that distinguishes youth work from other work with young people, such as 
youth social work, schooling, psychotherapy and counselling, or youth justice, where the 
focus is upon something else, such as child protection, the achievement of qualifications, the 
promotion of healthy lifestyles, or the prevention of offending.

European youth work practice

Youth work is a diverse field, with differences within and between countries across Europe. 
This reflects youth work’s complicated histories (or genealogies), with roots in different fields, 
including non-formal education and learning, social work and welfare, counselling, and 
sports and leisure. It also reflects the diversity of socio-economic, political and cultural 
contexts in which youth work is done and the different choices made by youth work policy 
makers, practitioners and young people themselves (as, without young people’s engagement, 
there can be no youth work). Consequently, youth work practice differs greatly across Europe 
(Williamson and Coussée, 2019; Ord et al., 2018); for example:

• youth work can be delivered by the public (state), non-governmental (or voluntary)  
 and/or private sector; 
• it can involve education/learning, support and guidance, advice and information,  
 and/or coaching/training; 
• it can be done in youth centres, on the streets and/or in digital spaces; 
• it can work with individuals and/or with groups of young people;  
• it can be done by paid and/or voluntary workers; and 
 the levels of political recognition and support range considerably in space and time;  
 furthermore, youth work’s connections with other agencies and policy agendas (such  
 as education and employment) range from weak to strong (Schild et al., 2017;   
 Williamson, 2017; Williamson and Coussée, 2019). 

What unites this disparate field is the focus upon:

• “meeting young people on their terms and on their turf” – in other words, meeting  
 young people where they are at; and 
• securing spaces of autonomy and bridges for transition for young people (Williamson  
 and Coussée, 2019). 

European youth worker education and training 

Most European countries provide some education and training for youth workers, ranging 
from vocational training, as is currently being developed in North Macedonia, to degree level 
courses, as in Estonia, Ireland and Wales. Where degree level courses are offered, some are 
specific to youth work, as is the case in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, whilst in other countries, 
such as Germany and France, degree courses are offered in related fields such as “social 
pedagogy” and “animation”, offering pathways into youth work (Dunne et al., 2014). 
This is illustrated by figure 1.
Figure 1. Educational pathways of youth workers in Europe 
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Source Dunne et al., 2014 

Trained via pedagogy, social
work or similar social or
educational qualifications:
AT,BE de, BE nl, BE fr, BG, CY
CZ, DK, DE, ES, IT, LT, HU, NL,
PL, SK

Non - specialist training with
those working in the sector
qualified in varlous areas:
PT, EL, RO, SI

Trained via specific youth
work qualifications:
MT, FR, EE, IE, LV, LU, SE, UK
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1Competence is defined as the “ability to do something successfully or efficiently”, and, as defined by the CoE (2016), includes 
“three interlinked dimensions”; “knowledge”, “skills” and “values”.

Continuing professional learning is also important. Although there is some state support in 
European countries like Belgium, in most cases this has been developed by youth 
organisations themselves, and reflects the organisation’s own priorities (such as the groups 
of young people it works with and issues it addresses) (Dunne et al., 2014).  

Despite its importance, in many countries youth work training is not fully established; for this 
reason, the influential 2017 Council of Europe (CoE) Recommendation on Youth Work 
includes:
 …establishing a coherent and flexible competency-based framework for the educa 
 tion and training of paid and volunteer youth workers that takes into account exist 
 ing practice, new trends and arenas, as well as the diversity of youth work. Stake 
 holders, including youth workers and young people, should be involved in developi 
 ng this framework (CoE, 2017, pp. 8-9). 

This is supported by the Council of Europe (CoE) quality standards in education, and the 
training activities of the Youth Work Portfolio (see boxed text) (CoE, 2016). 

The Council of Europe's Youth Work Portfolio
The Council of Europe's Youth Work Portfolio identifies 26 competences1  for youth work 
grouped into two categories:

• “specific youth work competences – competences that make the youth work field  
 of activity unique”, such as relating to young people as equals; and 
• “more general competences – competences relevant for other fields of activity  
 but that are usually important for youth work”, such as using the results of 
 evaluation to improve practice (CoE, 2016, p.13).

Adapted from CoE, n.d., https://www.coe.int/en/web/youth-portfolio

Other important work in this area includes the European Training Strategy competence 
model (SALTO n.d) (see boxed text) and frameworks for experiential learning.  

The European Training Strategy competence model

The European Training Strategy competence model identifies that training programme(s) 
include a focus upon:

• facilitating individual and group learning in an enriching environment 
• designing programmes
• organising and managing resources
• cooperating successfully in teams 
• communicating meaningfully
• intercultural competence
• networking and advocating 
• developing evaluative practices 

Adapted from SALTO n.d. https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-coopera-
tion/tc-rc-nanetworktcs/youthworkers-competence-model/

Learning about, for and through youth work

Youth work education and training can (and should) be:

• about youth work, such as its evolution over time, its many shapes and sizes and its  
 relationship to other fields of professional practice, such as social work and 
 schooling/education;  
• for youth work, such as an understanding of the policy environment, and of youth  
 and adolescence/development; and
• through youth work, such as learning through practice placements. 
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Formal education &
training 

Non formal education & 
learning

Informal learning

Learning is institution/
classroom based e.g. 
school, college, university; 
learning is led by a 
teacher/educator.
Learning is 
intentional/purposeful. 

Learning typically takes 
place outside the 
classroom. It involves an 
educator, but the learner 
is at the centre and the 
educator’s role is to enable 
and encourage reflection 
to maximise learning. 

Learning takes place 
outside formal learning 
institutions; for example, 
in the home, in work 
through leisure or play. 
There is no teacher or 
educator. Learning is 
accidental, or experiential.  

Adapted from: What is Non-Formal Education and Learning? with Dr. Howard Williamson
https://m.facebook.com/watch/?v=448684969365385&_rdr

Formal and non-formal elements of youth work education and training, such as lectures and 
essays, should be complemented, enriched and extended by more experiential learning, 
both inside and beyond the classroom, such as debates, presentations, placements, group 
work, supervision, composed and set by the learner, with the educator taking a facilitative 
role. 

Education and training: necessary but not sufficient for effective practice

Relevant and appropriate initial and continuing education and training for youth workers is 
a necessary (if not always sufficient) condition for effective youth work to take place; youth 
work also, for example, requires political and financial support, and physical or digital spaces 
within which to practise.

Creating Youth Workers – the Formal Education Edition

The project Creating Youth Workers – the Formal Education Edition, reflects young people's 
right for access to high quality youth work conducted by competent professionals (whether 
paid or unpaid) and their right to participate in decision-making processes on issues that 
affect them, such the education of youth workers.  It responds to the need for deeper analy-
sis of existing education and training opportunities (both institutionally and community 
based, and is concerned with both formal education and vocational training) for youth work-
ers in countries like Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and at the same time, addresses the lack of 
fully developed education and training opportunities for youth workers in many European 
countries, such as North Macedonia.  The project considers issues including:

The role of reflection in non-formal education and learning

Just “doing” youth work through, for example, practice placements is not enough to learn 
through youth work; the variety, frequency and efficacy of reflection and supervision is 
critical. The questions, such as: “How did that moment unfold?” “Who were the actors within 
it?” “Why do you think it happened?” “What did you do?” “Could you have done something 
differently?” and “If you had acted differently, might there have been a different outcome?” 
“When – if at all – did you decided to follow things up?” and “Why” or “Why not?”, become 
central to effective reflection.

Youth work education and training therefore includes both elements of formal education 
and training and non-formal education and learning (see figure 2). 

Figure 2. The continuum of formal education and training, non-formal education and 
learning, and informal learning 
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The compendium of education and training opportunities 

This compendium of education and training opportunities is the project’s first intellectual 
output. It will inform the project’s second intellectual output - guidelines for an innovative 
cross-sectoral approach in developing competency-based formal education opportunities 
for youth workers; following this introductory section:

• section 2 discusses the approach and methodology and considers its strengths   
 and limitations;
• section 3 discusses the ways in which differences in youth work practice across the  
 four countries are rooted in differences in their “social-political”; “material-econo ic”  
 and/or “cultural-discursive” contexts.  Education and training for youth workers is  
 not only a key part of this context but it is also shaped by this context. This frame 
 work draws from the work of Kiilakoski (2019) and Kemmis (2009) on the concept of  
 “practicearchitectures”; 
• section 4 discusses differences in education and training approaches and 
 requirements for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales;
• sections 5 and 6 consider how youth worker education and training has developed  
 in each country and its effectiveness in, for example, equipping youth workers with  
 the skills and competences they need to perform different roles. It explores how  
 youth worker education and training needs to respond to changing contexts, such as  
 the needs of and expectations of young people and the roles of, and requirements  
 placed upon, youth workers; influences which form part of the “material-economic”,  
 “social-political” and “cultural discursive” contexts, in each country;
• section 7 offers conclusions and recommendations; and 
• the appendices provide additional detail and material on education and training for  
 youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales.

• the appropriate balance between learning about, for, and through youth work in the  
 education and training of youth workers and the need for greater synergy between  
 formal education and training and non-formal education and learning approaches to  
• the education and training for youth work in Europe; and
 the need for the continual development of education and training for youth workers  
 in response to socio-economic and technological trends, the changing needs and  
 realities of young people and changes in government policy and priorities.

The main aim of the project is to improve young people’s access to high quality youth work 
services and contribute towards greater understanding, professionalization and quality 
development of youth work in Europe. It aims to achieve this by proposing a new approach 
to developing coherent and flexible competency-based education and training for youth 
workers, that takes into account existing practice, new trends and arenas, as well as the 
diversity of youth work. The objectives of the project are:

• to explore and describe educational approaches, programmes, curricula, resources  
 and practices in the involved countries (and the relationship between formal educa 
 tion and training and non-formal elements of education and learning in these);
• to analyse and define key factors that need to be taken into account when 
 developing different formal education opportunities for youth workers, having in  
 mind the diversity of youth work, existing practice, new trends and arenas, as well as  
 the European Training Strategy competence model for youth workers;
• to develop guidelines for an innovative cross-sectoral approach in developing 
 competency-based formal education opportunities for youth workers; and 
• to intensify the synergies between institutions that are providing education in the  
 field of youth.

The project is coordinated by the Union for Youth Work Macedonia, and the other partners 
are the Beyond 96 Youth Club (Ireland), Tallinn University (Estonia), and People and Work 
(Wales). The project is funded by the European Union Erasmus + Programme. 



8 3 This is known as “data saturation”, the stage in the research when no new data (or information) is discovered.
2The search terms were translated into Estonian and Macedonian. 

2. APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 

This was primarily a qualitative study of youth work practice and education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It drew upon a desk-based 
review of youth work and youth work training, and interviews with key stakeholders in each 
country. The research focused primarily on describing and evaluating current practice, 
although it also traced the roots (or history) of youth work and education and training 
provision in each country. 

Desk based review 
The desk-based review drew upon sources such as:

• the European Knowledge Centre for Youth Policy (EKCYP);
• the Council of Europe’s History of Youth Work In Europe (which included histories of  
 youth work in Estonia, Ireland and Wales); and 
• the European Commission’s Youth Wiki.

This was complemented by a scoping search for other literature (such as research findings, 
reviews, policy documents) using the following search strategy:

• Search terms:  (i) “Youth work”[2] AND training AND [country e.g. Wales, Estonia  
 etc]AND History ; and (ii) “Youth work” AND training OR course AND [country] AND
 Evaluation OR Review OR Research OR Quality OR Standards
• Languages: English (Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales) and Estonian 
 (in Estonia only) and Macedonian (in North Macedonia only).
• Sources searched: Google and Google Scholar, using national Google to increase  
 the relevance of searches (i.e. google.co.uk (UK); google.ie (Ireland); google.mk  
 (North Macedonia) or google.ee (Estonia)). Academic (e.g. university) databases  
 were also searched where partners had access to them. 

Items such as research reports, journal articles or policy documents identified through 
searches were reviewed to determine if they were: 

• relevant (e.g. they described the history of youth work and/or youth work training);  
 and
• of reasonable quality (e.g. were from a reputable or respected source, such as  
 university, respected NGOs or institutions like the EU or CoE, and were judged to be  
 credible and accurate by reviewers). 

Items considered not to be relevant and/or of poor quality were not included.  The scoping 
reviews were stopped once: 

• no new information was being identified and each subsequent item reviewed only  
 included data that had already been collected; and/or 
• the quality and/or relevance of each subsequent item reviewed dropped sharply (so  
 no new material that could be included was being identified)3 . 

Key stakeholder interviews 
The desk-based review was enriched by a small number of interviews (n=23) with key 
stakeholders in each country; this comprised interviews with:  

• five experts responsible for the development of youth work curricula in three   
 colleges since the 1990s in Estonia; 
• two youth service managers, one university lecturer, one representative from 
 Limerick Education and Training Board and one youth work practitioner in Ireland; 
• 10 representatives of youth organisations working on recognition of youth work in  
 North Macedonia; and 
• interviews with representatives of the Interim Youth Board (which represents the  
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 youth sector); Education Training Standards (ETS) Wales (which professionally   
 endorses programmes of training for youth workers) and one  local authority youth  
 service in Wales.  

Study strengths and constraints 

The study was able to draw upon local insight, knowledge and networks in each country, 
which supported the identification and engagement of the small purposive samples of 
interviewees in each country. The views of these interviewees were triangulated with data 
collected from secondary sources (through the literature review), providing confidence in 
their credibility.  

However, particularly in relation to policy-making (including the development of education 
and training), it was often impossible to create a single “true” account. Different stakeholders 
have different and sometimes competing interpretations of how policy was made, and they 
rarely have an overview of the whole process, such as the decisions of all the key actors 
involved. 

Evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is also challenging. It is 
inherently difficult to evaluate as, for example, education and training is only one 
of multiple factors which will affect youth work practice (assuming one wanted to judge the 
efficacy of education and training in terms of effects upon youth work practice).   Moreover, 
whilst the evidential base is growing, robust evaluation evidence on the overall effectiveness 
of the youth work sector is limited (see e.g. Dunne et al., 2014). To a large extent this reflects 
the degree of contingency (and dependency upon context) and the dynamic relationship 
between young people and youth workers through which outcomes are generated, which 
makes it difficult to isolate youth work’s contribution from other factors driving outcomes 
(see e.g. Ord et al., 2018).

Finally, the importance of context in shaping policy, practice and outcomes, means the 
transferability of specific findings to other contexts may be limited. 
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4 Youth work practice is effectively constituted by its context – but its practice also sustains and reproduces aspects of it; for 
example, what youth workers do and say influences the way youth work is talked about and understood in a country.

3. YOUTH WORK PRACTICE IN ESTONIA, IRELAND, 
NORTH MACEDONIA AND WALES 
Introduction 

As outlined in section 1, youth work practice varies hugely across Europe. It is shaped, 
enabled and constrained, and ultimately constructed, by differences 4  in the: 

• cultural-discursive context of each country, such as the ways in which youth work is  
 recognised, understood, and discussed and the expectations and demands of  
 youngpeople; 
• social-political context of each country, such as levels of political support for youth  
 work; the autonomy and connections youth work has with other agendas and 
 agencies; the bodies that represent and speak on behalf of youth work and youth  
 workers and those that regulate and inspect youth work and youth workers; and
• material-economic context of each country, such as levels of funding for youth work  
 and youth work education and training, the education and training provision for  
 youth workers (discussed in section 4), the places and spaces available for youth  
 work (such as youth centres), and the opportunities and challenges young people  
 face (adapted from Kemmis and Grootenboer, 2008; Kiilakoski, 2019).

The three domains are interconnected; for example:

• the cultural-discursive context and the ways in which youth work is recognised,  
 understood and discussed, and also the extent to which it is valued and wanted  
 (demanded) by young people and others, will influence key aspects of the 
 social-political context, such as such as levels of political support for youth work; 
• key elements of the social-political context, such as levels of political support for  
 youth work, will determine aspects of the material-economic context, such as
 education and training for youth workers and the places and space available for  
 youth work; and
• the material-economic context will shape the resources available to government and  
 the third sector and therefore, key aspects of the social-political context, and also  
 factors such as the visibility of youth work and the roles it plays, and therefore ways  
 it is understood and discussed in the cultural-discursive context. 

Cultural-discursive contexts: how is youth work defined and what is its status in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales?

The way youth work is defined in a country can be understood as a product of dialogue 
between government, the sector (practice) and researchers; a dialogue that is taking place at 
both national and European levels, with national and European dialogue between these 
three groups of actors informing each other; as a consequence, as table 1 and section 1 
outline, the definitions of youth work outlined in table 1 can be understood in terms of: 

• common threads (highlighted in bold in the table), such as a focus upon develop 
 ment of (or empowering) young people, and also integrating them into society,  
 though their voluntary participation and “non-formal education and learning” and  
 support in the third milieu of socialisation (beyond family and school), which unite  
 the disparate fields of youth work; and
• the definitional and descriptive statements of youth work emerging from the 
 Declaration of the 2nd European Youth Work Convention (2015) and/or the Council  
 of Europe Recommendation on Youth Work (2017).
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Table 1. Policy definitions of youth work in Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales (emphasis added) 

Estonia 

Youth Work Act, 2010 Youth Work Act, 2001 Youth Work Strategy 
for Wales

National Youth Strategy 
2016-2025 and
Law on Youth Participation 
and Policies, 2020 

Ireland N Macedonia Wales

“The creation of conditions to 
promote the diverse 
development of young 
persons which enable them 
to be active outside their 
families, formal education 
acquired within the adult 
education system, and work 
on the basis of their free 
will.” 

“A planned programme of 
education designed for the 
purpose of aiding and 
enhancing the personal and 
social development of 
young people through their 
voluntary involvement, and 
which is complementary to 
their formal, academic or 
vocational education and 
training and provided 
primarily by voluntary youth 
work organisations.”

“An organised and systematic 
process of education and 
support for the authentic 
development of young 
people, aimed at fully realis-
ing their personal and social 
potential and their active 
participation in the life of 
the community.”

“Promotes and actively 
encourages opportunities for 
all young people in order that 
they may fulfil their potential 
as empowered individuals 
and as members of groups 
and communities, thereby 
improving their life chances. 
It supports them through 
significant changes in their 
lives and encourages them to 
gain and develop knowledge, 
understanding, attitudes and 
values, and to make 
constructive use of their 
skills, resources and time. … 
A key role for youth work is to 
challenge oppression and 
inequality, while supporting 
and enabling young people 
to keep themselves safe.”
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As table 2 illustrates, the status of youth work has grown in each country, with increasing 
recognition and demand for youth work to address a wider range of challenges and 
opportunities. This increasing status is reflected in increasing legal recognition, outlined in 
table 3, which has also helped strengthen the sector’s status. Although the overall trend is for 
increased status and recognition, this disguises marked variations from country to country; 
for example:

• in Wales, the sector’s status has ebbed and flowed, and youth services were hard 
 hit by funding cuts in the wake of the 2008 economic crisis, indicating the 
 comparative weakness of the sector’s status compared to other sectors like health 
 services. However, at the time of writing (in 2020) there has been a renewed 
 commitment to, and resurgency of, youth work in Wales, with confidence that it can 
 contribute to policy challenges, such as youth mental ill health and homelessness 
 and a corresponding significant increase in government funding;
• in Ireland, funding for youth services were also cut disproportionately compared to 
 other sectors after 2008. However, the picture is complicated, as alongside cuts in 
 funding, there were also important new policy developments, with increasing 
 political recognition and expectations;
• in North Macedonia the growth in status has been swift, but from a very low base;  
 and
• in Estonia the growth in the sector’s status and recognition following independence, 
 has been longer and more sustained.

As table 2 also illustrates, in all four countries the status and recognition of youth work is
linked in part to education and training for youth work; for example, the relatively low status
of youth work in North Macedonia was attributed to the lack of formal recognition and public
funding, which stifled the development of training for youth workers, while the increasing 
status of youth work in Wales has been linked, in part, to  moves towards a mandatory 
degree level qualification. However, increasing status is also linked to factors like:

• increasing professionalization, regulation and quality assurance of the sector 
 (of which education and training is only part); and
• young people’s needs and the effectiveness of youth work practice in meeting 
 those needs, with the sector collaborating with partners to address challenges 
 that other sectors, such as education, employment and youth justice services, have 
 struggled to address on their own.

These issues are discussed further in the history of youth work in each country, in section 5. 
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Table 2. The status and recognition of youth work

Estonia Ireland N Macedonia Wales

Significant resources were invested in 
youth work during the Soviet period 
and youth work was directed to clear 
political ends (i.e. “socialising young 
people into Soviet realities”) (Taru et 
al., 2014). However, following the 
restoration of independence in 1990, 
youth work was restructured to meet 
the new political context. The 
Department of Youth Affairs was 
formed as a special department in the 
Ministry of Education and Research; 
and a series of national youth work 
strategies and plans were published 
in the early 2000s. The Estonian Youth 
Work Centre was established to devel-
op and organise youth work within 
the framework of the national youth 
policy and the National Occupational 
Standards for Youth Workers, first 
published in 2006 and later updated.  
In 2019, Estonia was awarded the 
Future Policy Award for inspiring and 
impactful laws and policies aimed at 
empowering young people to build a 
fair and sustainable future.
 

Youth work in Ireland has a long 
history. Initially rooted in the 
non-governmental sector, and in 
particular the church, in the late 
1970s, as the complexity of “youth 
problems” increased, a national policy 
for Sport and Youth Work was created 
and state involvement slowly 
increased. Despite increasing state 
involvement, churches remained 
major providers until the 1990s and 
the non-governmental sector as a 
whole remains the main provider5 , 
albeit with state support, funding and 
regulation. Youth work was given 
formal statutory recognition through 
the Youth Work Act in 1997, 
subsequently repealed by the 2001 
Youth Work Act, “providing a degree 
of clarity regarding its nature and 
purpose” (Devlin, 2010). Following 
this, an all-Ireland professional 
endorsement framework for youth 
work education and training was 
established  (the North South 
Education and Training Standards 
Committee, NSETS) and  youth work 
today  is recognised as a profession in 
Ireland. Although the sector suffered 
disproportionately large cuts in 
funding following the 2008 economic 
crisis, policy development continued 
and  a new youth strategy and the 
National Quality Standards 
Framework (NQSF) was launched in 
2010 “to ensure that youth work 
organisations provide quality services 
to young people.” 

Youth work in North Macedonia 
lacked recognition and status until, in 
2018, a consensus was reached 
between practitioners and policy 
makers (led by the Agency of Youth 
and Sport) that further efforts should 
be made to ensure its recognition and 
status. The Union for Youth Work, 
together with the Agency of Youth and 
Sport, Ministry of Labour and social 
policy and other relevant stakeholders 
developed the Vocational Standard for 
Youth Workers, the Portfolio for Youth 
Workers and the Quality Standards for 
Youth Work. As a result, positive 
changes  in how youth work is 
perceived in Macedonian society and 
an increase of its formal recognition is 
visible through the appearance of 
youth work in public policies, such as 
the National Youth Strategy, The Law 
on Youth Participation and Youth 
Policies, and the Quality Standards for 
Youth Work, and the first ever 
Vocational Education Programme for 
Youth Workers in North Macedonia. 
Nevertheless, more work is needed to 
ensure that youth work is fully 
recognised, appreciated and 
understood by others 

Like Ireland, youth work in Wales has a 
long history, initially rooted in the 
non-governmental (voluntary) sector, 
before state supported provision 
blossomed in the 1960s. In 2000, 
following devolution in Wales, “Youth 
Support Services ”6 were given 
statutory footing through the Learning 
and Skills Act. Although the sector has 
become increasingly professionalized, 
the status of youth work has ebbed 
and flowed. Today, after a challenging 
decade, its status  is currently 
improving, as a result of 
rapprochement between the sector 
and government, which has led to 
increased investment (see below) and 
the shift toward a 
mandatory degree-based qualification 
and regulation (through the Education 
Workforce Council). The sector is 
aiming for parity with other 
degree-based professionals, such as 
social workers and teachers, although 
it has not yet reached this threshold. 
The changes also risk creating 
divisions between the status of paid 
and voluntary youth workers. 

Sources: Taru et al. (2014); 
Taru, 2016; interviews 

Sources: Devlin (2010); Dunne et 
al. (2014); interviews

Sources:  interviews Sources: Estyn (2018); Jeffs, et al  
(2019); Smith (2013); interviews

5 The main exception to this is Dublin, where a statutory youth service was established in the 1940s (Devlin, 2010). 
6 Youth Support services were defined as “services which…will encourage, enable or assist young persons (directly or indirectly): (a) to participate effectively in education or training, (b) to take advantage of opportunities 
for employment, or (c) to participate effectively and responsibly in the life of their communities.” 
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Social-political context: how is youth work supported and regulated by government?  

7 UBU is the Department of Children and Youth Affairs’ (DCYA) funding programme for youth services.
8 Young people experiencing marginalisation whose specific circumstances limit their opportunities include, but are not limited to: young carers; travellers and Roma; immigrants (or migrants); young people with disabilities; 
lesbian, gay,bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI+).
9 Young people who are vulnerable or at risk of not flourishing include, but are not limited to: young people in or leaving care; young people experiencing or involved in substance misuse; young people with little or no formal 
structure in their lives (for example, young people not in education, training or employment); young people experiencing rural isolation; and young people experiencing homelessness.
10 This includes families or individuals who are: dependent on social welfare or have low incomes; experience intergenerational unemployment; have high levels of addiction; or come from one-parent families. It also includes 
young people who come from situations of family breakdown and low educational attainment, including young people who live in deprived 
communities. 

As outlined in table 3, although the definitions and aspirations of youth work outlined in table 1 are often inclusive or universal, in Ireland and Wales in particular, 
youth work in practice  has become increasingly issue-based and targeted at particular groups, such as young people not in employment, education or training 
(those who are routinely described as “NEET”) or seen as “at risk” and who need additional support. As section 4 outlines, this practice helps determine the 
competences that youth workers are considered to need. As table 3 outlines, the balance between paid and volunteer youth workers and between state and 
non-governmental sector provision  also differs markedly, from the mixed economies of Estonia and Wales, with both state and non-governmental sector 
provision, to the greater reliance upon non-governmental (voluntary) sector provision in Ireland and North Macedonia. 

Table 3. Socio-political context: Which groups of young people and issues are prioritised by government? And how and where is youth work practised? 

Based on the Youth Work Act (§ 3, p1) a 
young person is defined as a natural 
person between 7 and 26 years of age. 
The Youth Field Plan for 2014-2020 
aims to:
• increase the proportion of  
 young people aged 18-24 who  
 continue in education;
• increase young people’s choic 
 es, so they can discover  “their  
 own creative and developmen 
 tal potential”; 
• reduce their risk of exclusion;  
 and  
• increase young people’s  
 participation in community life  
 and decision making.

Umbrella organisations (for youth 
NGOs, youth workers and youth 
centres) are strategic partners with the 
Ministry of Education and Research, 
and receive annual support. 
Based on the Youth Work Act, youth 
associations receive annual grants. 
Local government roles in planning 

Youth work in Ireland is funded 
through the Department of Children 
and Youth Affairs  and is then 
channelled through local Education 
and Training Boards (ETBs).

The primary target group for youth 
services funded by UBU: Your Place 
Your Space7 , are young people aged 
between 10 and 24 years old who are: 

• experiencing economic, social  
 and cultural disadvantages8 ;
• who are vulnerable or at risk  
 of not flourishing9 ;  and/or
• who live in communities with  
 high concentrations of fami 
 lies/individuals experiencing  
 economic, social and cultural  
 disadvantages.10 

In North Macedonia, a young person is 
someone between the age of 15 – 29. 
(Law on Youth Participation and 
Policies, the NYS, 2016- 2020). 

National youth policies do not 
specifically prioritise one group of 
young people over another. However, 
since most of the youth work providers 
are youth organisations, some of them 
prioritise different groups of young 
people in accordance with their 
organisational mission; examples of 
such groups include; young people 
who are unemployed, who are 
disabled, from minority groups, and/or 
have health problems. 

Youth work in Wales  is a “universal 
entitlement” for young people aged 
11-25. It “promotes and actively 
encourages opportunities for all young 
people in order that they may fulfil 
their potential as empowered 
individuals and as members of groups 
and communities, thereby improving 
their life chances” (WG, 2019a). 
However, in practice it has been 
increasing targeted at young people 
seen as “at risk”  (e.g. of becoming not 
in, or already not in, employment, 
education or training (NEET)). 

There is no specific budget line for 
youth policy, and instead it forms part 
of the annual budget of the Agency for 
Youth and Sport, of which around 4 
percent (€402,085)  is intended for the 
youth sector as a whole and, in 2019, 
€76,422 was granted for projects to 
youth organisations.

Local authorities are mandated to 
ensure the provision of a youth service 
through working with statutory, 
non-governmental (voluntary) and 
independent sectors (WAG, 2002). 
Funding has been sustained and 
recently increased for targeted 
provision for “problematic” youth, e.g. 

Estonia Ireland N Macedonia Wales
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and coordinating youth work provision 
are governed by the Youth Work Act11   

and  local government can apply for 
additional support for offering hobby 
education, and ensuring its quality. 
There are also grants, coordinated by 
the Estonian Youth Work Centre, for 
summer camps, working camps, open 
youth centres and youth initiatives. 

Youth workers are mainly hired by 
municipalities, and they work at youth 
centres. In 2019, there were more than 
9,000 youth workers and the numbers 
of youth centres (from 222 to 281), 
hobby schools (from 363 to 780) 
increased. However, youth work 
salaries remain low. 

Youth work is provided primarily by 
non-governmental organisations, 
with statutory support from the 
Department of Education and Skills 
and the ETBs. Around 40 national 
youth work organisations oversee a 
much larger number of local, 
community-based projects, services 
and groups.

Most youth work providers are 
voluntary sector youth organisa-
tions.

those who are not in employment, 
education or training (NEET), with 
mental health difficulties and/or who 
are homeless. In contrast, there have 
been cuts in funding for universal 
open access provision, though it is 
claimed some of this is being restored, 
and the non-governmental (voluntary) 
sector continues to provide some 
open access provision.

Youth work in Wales is delivered 
through the 22 local authorities and 
the non-governmental (voluntary) 
sector. In 2019 there were over 630 
full-time equivalent youth work 
management and delivery staff 
working in local authorities in Wales.
Cuts in universal provision have 
reduced centre-based youth work and 
there has been a rise in youth work in 
non-traditional settings, such as in 
employment, education and health 
settings.  In the cities, hub and spoke 
models have sometimes been 
adopted, where buildings provide a 
diversity of youth work activity and 
experience, from which outreach and 
detached (street-based) youth work 
also takes place. Who are not in 
employment, education or training 
(NEET), with mental health difficulties 
and/or who are homeless. In contrast, 
there have been cuts in funding for 
universal open access provision, 
though it is claimed some of this is 
being restored, and the 
non-governmental (voluntary) sector 
continues to provide some open 
access provision.

Sources: Interviews; Youth Work 
Act, Youth Field Development Plan 
for 2014-2020. ; Beilmann, 2017

Sources: Interviews. Sources: Interviews and the
Youth Wiki (2019). 

Source: Interviews; Wrexham 
Glyndwr University et al. (2018); 
WG (2014);  Jeffs, et al (2019); WG 
(2019b).

11 The functions of rural municipality and city councils are defined in the Youth Work Act § 8 (set priorities and plan tasks, coordinate supporting youth associations, programmes and projects, consult with the youth 
council). Principles regarding the youth council at rural municipality or city council level are described in the Youth Work Act § 9 (legal status, elections, support).



As table 4 outlines, each country has developed its own quality standards and quality assurance framework. Ireland’s National Quality Standards Framework is the 
most developed, and is seen as notable at a European level (see e.g. Dunne et al., 2014). In contrast, in Estonia there is greater reliance upon self-evaluation, and in 
Wales, a greater reliance upon inspection. Approaches in North Macedonia are still in the early stages of development.  

As table 4 also outlines, national occupational standards are a feature of all four countries, although not yet fully developed in North Macedonia, and the 
endorsement of education and training for youth workers is a salient feature of approaches in both Ireland and Wales.  Wales has also increased regulation of the 
youth work profession, bringing it in line with regulation of other professions, such as social work and teaching. 

Table 4. The regulation and quality assurance of youth work

Estonia Ireland N Macedonia Wales

The general requirements for youth 
work are set out in the:
•  1999 Youth Work Act which  
 defines youth work, the  
 principles for organising the  
 work, and organisations of  
 youth work, including their  
 functions; and 
• the Child Protection Act  
 (which restricts who can work  
 with young people).
In addition, the Hobby School Act 
regulates the activities of municipal 
hobby schools. Youth work in 
municipalities is run according to the 
Local Government Organisation Act. 
The Qualification Standard for youth 
workers describes the main 
competence requirements for youth 
workers in three levels: youth worker 
Level 4,  Level 6 and Level 7. 
Quality assurance in youth work is 
regulated through requirements for 
monitoring and self-evaluation 
attached to funding. The Estonian 
Youth Work Centre offers a tool for 
local municipalities to assess the 
quality of youth work and different 
umbrella organisations in the youth 
field (e.g. the Association of Estonian 
Open Youth Centres) and regional or 
other fields (e.g. NGO, governmental, 

The National Quality Standards 
Framework (NQSF) “aims to ensure 
that youth work organisations 
provide quality services to young 
people” and  covers both state 
funded and volunteer-led youth 
services. The Education and Training 
Board’s role is to: “support the provi-
sion, coordination, administration 
and assessment of youth work 
services and assess the economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness of youth 
services.”
 The North South Education and 
Training Standards Committee for 
Youth Work (NSETS) endorses higher 
level training for youth workers to 
ensure and promote quality 
standards in the education and 
training of youth workers. NSETS 
assesses “all aspects of programme 
content and delivery” and their 
endorsement “represents a formal 
recognition by the youth work sector 
that programmes of study in youth 
work have met prescribed criteria 
and are fit for purpose.” 

Since 2018, Quality Standards for 
Youth Work, the Vocational Standard 
for Youth Workers, and the Portfolio 
for Youth Workers were developed. 
Although they do not yet have the 
status of national policies, they are 
accepted by the state youth and other 
relevant institutions as the basis for 
further developments of a quality 
assurance system.   

A Quality Mark for Youth Work in 
Wales has been developed (but is not 
mandatory) and  
Estyn (the Education and Training 
Inspectorate for Wales) inspect the 
quality and standards in youth 
support services.
The UK Youth Work National 
Occupational Standards define the 
competences required to carry out 
the functions of the youth work 
workforce and the UK Subject 
Benchmark Statement for Youth and 
Community Work sets out the 
general expectations around 
standards for youth work degrees.
Education Training Standards (ETS) 
Wales endorses training to “ensure 
that programmes of training for 
youth workers are of a suitably high 
quality, relevant to the needs of 
employers, youth workers 
themselves and the young people  
with whom they work.”
The Education Workforce Council 
(EWC) regulates the youth work 
profession to ensure workers are 
“suitably qualified, their knowledge 
and skills are kept up to date and 
their conduct and competence is of 
an appropriate standard.”
Courses are also academically 
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The material-economic context: what resources, places and spaces are made available for youth work? 
As table 5 illustrates, youth work practice and training in each country is, to a large degree, shaped and determined by resources, most notably funding, but also by 
youth work places and spaces (facilities and locations) where youth work practice can be delivered. 

Table 5. Funding places and space for youth work

Estonia Ireland N Macedonia Wales
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regional, consultancy) support their 
members to apply for quality 
standards. In addition, at a national 
level the Archimedes Foundation’s 
Youth Agency is responsible for 
capacity building in the youth field 
with special focus on international 
cooperation. (Archimedes 
Foundation) There is also reporting 
and monitoring at national level. 

accredited by an academic validation 
panel and The Quality Assurance 
Agency (QAA) is responsible for  
monitoring and advising on 
standards and quality in UK higher 
education.

Source: interviews; 
Kost (n.d.)

Source: Interviews Source: interviews; Jeffs, et al 
(2019)

Source: web page of the Union for 
YouthWork: 
http://smr.org.mk/публикации/

The main youth work providers are 
local authorities. At a municipal level, 
youth centres, hobby schools, and 
hobby activities in different 
organisations (including schools) are 
financed by city or commune budgets. 
In 2017 local authorities used €76m 
for running the local youth services.  
There are also special funds (summer 
camps, youth centres, hobby 
education etc.) and also calls for 
proposals for youth field activities by 
the Ministry and Estonian Youth Work 
Centre, also some other 
governmental institutions, e.g. the 
Integration Foundation supports 
Estonian and Russian summer camps 
etc. (INSA) Non-formal and private 
sectors are active in running activities 

Youth work is delivered primarily by 
the non-governmental sector.  
Following increases in funding during 
the economic boom of the early 
2000s, after the economic crisis of 
2008, the youth sector suffered 
significant cuts to funding.
The Department of Children and 
Youth Affairs is the main funder of 
youth work in Ireland. The main 
funding stream is UBU Your Place 
Your Space, with funding allocated to 
each county’s ETB which is 
responsible for the governance and 
administration of funds to 
independent youth organisations. 
There are also a number of streams 
for project funding, such as the 
Special Projects for Youth; 

Youth work (training and practice) is 
only delivered by the voluntary sector 
(NGOs), youth and youth-lead 
organisations

Youth work is delivered by both 
non-governmental (voluntary sector) 
and local authority youth services. 
However, funding cuts12  over the last 
decade have seen some local 
authorities dispense with youth 
services, while others are exploring 
alternative models, such as social 
enterprises or trusts to deliver local 
youth services. Funding has also 
increasingly focused upon targeted 
work. There are encouraging signs 
that this is changing and, in  2019, 
Welsh Government funding for the 
core youth work budget was doubled 
to £10m p.a. . When combined with 
other funding, the total spend on 
youth work provision in Wales in 
2018-19 was £29.6m. The National 

12 The total spend on youth work had fallen from more than £40m in 2012-13 to £32m in 2017-18.
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with special interests - youth 
organisations, local youth councils, 
youth centres, hobby schools, 
providers of hobby activities etc. - and 
umbrella organisations (for youth 
centres, youth organisations, youth 
workers, hobby schools etc.) 

Youth work settings include:
• 780 hobby schools that offer  
 hobby education, mainly in  
 the fields of sport, music and  
 art;
• 281 youth centres, typically  
 used with an open youth  
 work methodology;
• 18 national youth organisa 
 tions and many more small  
 regional and local 
 organisations; 
• 84 youth summer camps; 
• youth work in schools to  
 support the aims of the   
 school curriculum; and 
• youth participation, including   
 6 county councils, 42 local  
 youth councils, 26 youth  
 initiative groups and student  
 councils in each school.
Funding of youth work training in 
formal education (universities) is 
organised through financing higher 
education. Participation in higher 
education curricula in Estonian is free 
for citizens. Additional training for 
youth work has been offered 
systematically by the Archimedes 
Foundation’s Youth Agency for free 
during the last 10 years, through the 
support of the EU Social Fund. In 
addition, umbrella organisations 
organise training for their members 
regularly each year, financing this 
through projects and annual grants. 

Young People's Facilities and Services 
Fund ; Voluntary Youth Club/Group 
Funding; and Garda [police service] 
Youth Diversion Projects.
In recent years there has been 
increasing support and training for 
youth leaders and volunteers.

Youth clubs and youth organisations 
are key settings. Much of their 
provision is focused upon 
recreational activities, welfare and 
wellbeing. Issue-based activities are 
also an important focus for youth 
work organisations.
Funding of youth work training in 
formal education institutions 
(universities) is partly funded through 
Higher Education Authority grants to 
universities,  and SUSI (Student 
Universal Support Ireland) grants to 
cover the tuition fees of eligible 
students. However, this is means 
tested and only those who fit the 
criteria, usually those deemed 
disadvantaged, are approved. Some 
youth organisations will support staff 
to return to education by offering 
some financial support.

Voluntary Youth Organisations grant 
scheme (the NVYO grant) provides 
core and project funding to support 
national voluntary youth 
organisations (£679,000 p.a.). 

Youth work can be centre-based; 
“detached” and “outreach” on the 
street; digital; project-based, 
issue-based and outdoors; over time, 
youth workers work with different 
combinations of groups, issues, 
contexts and methods.  Given cuts in 
funding, open access provision has 
reduced dramatically and has only 
been preserved in some local 
authorities by employing part-time 
workers who are not qualified youth 
workers. It is now claimed that, with 
additional funding, some open access 
provision is being restored.
Funding for youth work training is 
included in grants for local authority 
youth work but is not “ring-fenced” 
(protected or reserved for training). 
The Youth Work Joint National 
Committee (JNC) recommends that 
local authorities should devote 
between 2 percent to 5 percent of 
their youth work budgets to training 
and development (JNC, 2012).

13 This included £2.5m to support young people’s mental health and wellbeing, and £3.7m to help prevent youth homelessness

Sources: MERC (n.d); ENK, (n.d).; 
interviews 

Sources: West et al. (2017); DYCA 
2015, 2019; interviews 

Sources: Youth Cultural Centre - 
Bitola (2017); interviews 

Sources; Jeffs, et al (2019); WG 
(2019b); interviews
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CONCLUSIONS
Youth work practice (what youth workers do) in each country can be understood as a 
function of the cultural-discursive, social-political  and material-economic contexts in which 
it is situated. In countries like Ireland and Wales, as the status, recognition and demand for 
youth work has grown, policy interest in the sector has also grown, as has state involvement, 
funding and regulation. In Estonia, the long history of state involvement in youth work 
(under the Soviet socialist regime) has been reconstructed and directed to new aims, while, 
as section 5 explores in more detail, in North Macedonia the long history of state involve-
ment (under the Yugoslavian socialist regime) fell away following independence, creating 
space that the non-governmental sector colonised with the support of external funding.  
Now, after years of relative neglect and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and 
interest in the sector is increasing again. 

This growing interest and state involvement has gone hand in hand with increases in policy 
makers’ expectations about the outcomes the sector should contribute to (with concerns 
that youth work’s “mission” and values risk becoming distorted as it moves to deliver in new 
areas), and in state scrutiny of the sector. This interest has also contributed to the expansion 
of education and training and professionalization of the sector, which has increased its 
status and contributed to improvements in quality (Dunne et al., 2014) but, as the 
experiences of Ireland and Wales illustrate, also risks widening divisions between salaried 
(paid) and volunteer (unpaid) youth workers (see e.g. Devlin, 2010).

In the early 2000s, economic growth enabled increases in funding and the expansion of 
youth work in Ireland and Wales. However, despite increases in expectations and demand, 
in countries like Ireland and Wales (unlike Estonia, where cuts were modest) funding was cut 
sharply following the economic crisis of 2008 (Devlin, 2010). Levels of funding from national 
governments and the EU remain a significant determinant of practice and, as funding 
increases or decreases, youth work practice tends to expand or shrink. 

Legal frameworks, governance structures and policies are another key determinant of both 
youth work practice and education and training. They have, for example, contributed to: the 
increasing focus upon measurement and accountability, more targeted, issue-based youth 
work, and the professionalization of youth work (Dunne et al., 2014). They have supported 
the growth and strength of the sector in Estonia, and in Wales in the early 2000s, and helped 
sustain the vitality of the sector in Ireland, despite funding cuts after 2008. Nevertheless, as 
examples from Ireland and Wales illustrate, even in the face of funding cuts and top down 
policy direction, the youth work sector has shown creativity in developing new ways of 
working in new settings.  

Government policy and funding can therefore both enable, but also set the limits of, youth 
work practice, and within that space there can be scope for the sector to shape practice
and respond to the needs and demands of young people. As the examples of Estonia and 
North Macedonia show, the sector can also influence the policy space for youth work and a 
dynamic or creative tension between policy and practice is desirable.  Youth work wants 
recognition and autonomy but does not want to be directed or controlled!  Equally, as 
volume 5 of the History of Youth Work in Europe registers, perhaps youth work can, 
paradoxically, win more autonomy as a result of greater dependency, if there is a willingness 
to engage with the policy agendas of others (Siurala, Suurpää, Coussée and Williamson, 
2016).

As figure 3 illustrates, youth work practice can therefore be further understood as the 
outcome of a creative tension between policy, the needs/wants of young people and, the 
principles and values of youth work. 

 



Figure 3. Youth work practice: navigating with the triangle of policy, principles, and 
young people’s needs and wants

Policy priorities and expectations 

Principles and values of 
youth work   

Needs and wants of 
young people  

If youth work is sucked completely into any one corner, this paralyses youth work from 
establishing any effective practice.  Youth workers should not be “policy poodles” but nor 
should they be uncritically at the beck and call of young people.  However, their principles 
and values (most significantly, seeing the young people holistically and their engagement 
with the youth worker voluntarily) need to be carefully applied. There is a need to consider 
what may be sacred cows (ready to be sacrificed, if necessary) and what are “cherished 
values” (that need defending at all costs, if youth work as a distinct practice is to be 
sustained).  Even the cherished principle of the voluntary relationship may need to be 
contested: what about youth work in closed settings, such as schools or custodial settings for 
young people?

4. Youth work education and training in Estonia, Ireland, 
North Macedonia and Wales 
Introduction

Differences in the cultural-discursive, social-political  and material-economic contexts in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales (outlined in section 3), have contributed to the 
development of different youth work roles and education and training regimes, which is the 
focus of this section. It focuses in particular upon the role and training requirements for 
three key roles:

• senior youth worker / project leader / club manager
• youth worker / lead professional; and 
• youth support worker

In addition to these defined roles there may, for example, be unpaid volunteer youth 
workers. Training and qualifications are not mandated for these roles by government, but 
may be mandated by voluntary sector organisations, such as the Scouts or Guides.
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Estonia Ireland N Macedonia Wales

Senior Youth 
Worker/project 
leader/club 
manager

Senior Youth 
Worker/project 
leader/club 
manager

The Youth Worker Occupational 
Standards define the 
competences required for each 
role. A Level 7 youth worker’s 
role is developing the field of 
youth work at the local and 
national level, managing youth 
work establishments, 
organisations and professional 
networks and supervising other 
youth workers. A Level 7 youth 
worker coordinates and 
develops the youth field at the 
local, national and, if possible, 
international level. They instruct 
other youth workers, create 
forms of cooperation, both 
within the field and in related 
areas, and promote networking. 
A Level 7 youth worker's job also 
requires communicating with 
the general public. 14

To obtain Project Manager status 
in Ireland, youth workers need to 
hold a Level 8, Professional Youth 
and Community Work Degree 
approved by NSETS and a 
minimum of 5 years’ experience 
working with young people in a 
professional context, including 
three years’ management 
experience as a minimum. They 
need the: 
• ability to network and   
 collaborate with key   
 stakeholders to support   
 the needs of young   
 people;
• skills and experience   
 managing budgets;
• application writing skills;  
 and 
• the ability to innovate   
 and bring new projects   
 to fruition to meet the   
 needs of young people.

The Professional Youth Worker 
role requires a Level 8 degree, 
approved  by NSETS, experience 
in working with and recruiting 
young people; and programme 
design experience.

The  Graduated Youth Worker 
requires a degree in youth work 
or a related field and a  high level 
of knowledge and skills in youth 
work, as well as  long-term 
experience as a practising youth 
worker. The graduated youth 
worker can be active in all areas 
of youth work and can be 
actively involved in the most 
complex tasks. This profile of a 
youth worker is independent in 
the work and occasionally 
consults with the expert in youth 
work.

The Youth Worker Portfolio 
defines the role of Expert of 
Youth Work as requiring an MA, 
PHD in youth work or a related 
field, the highest level of 
knowledge and skills in youth 
work and  long-term experience 
in practising youth work. The 
youth worker on this level can be 
active in all areas of youth work 
and can be actively involved in 
the most complex tasks. This 
profile of youth worker is fully 
independent in the work. 

Level 6 youth workers organise 
youth work and manage youth 
work organisations and/or 
establishments. They focus on 
working individually with young 
people and youth groups, 
including promoting 
non-formal learning in different 
activities and creating suitable 
conditions for growing young 
people's entrepreneurship and 
sense of responsibility. A youth 
worker supervises non-formal 
learning processes, cultivates a 
trusting relationship with the 
young people, their parents and 
professionals in different fields, 
develops youth work and 

There is currently no mandated 
training or qualifications for the 
Principal Youth Officer (the 
strategic head of each local 
authority youth service). 
However, the scope to develop 
an equivalent qualification to 
the National Professional 
Qualification for Headship 
(NPQH) (for school head 
teachers) is being explored for 
senior youth workers. 

The Qualified Youth Worker 
requires a JNC endorsed degree 
and registration with the EWC 
(to ensure fitness to practise). 
The qualification is intended for 
those whose main career is 
youth work, working on a par 
with other professionals, such 
as teachers and social workers. 

14 Those working as specialists or heads of youth work in local municipalities do not require the professional qualification, but have to meet the general requirements for public servants.

Table 6. Youth worker roles, responsibilities and initial education and training requirements in Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
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Youth Support 
Worker 

instructs other youth workers, 
volunteers, interns, etc. and 
participates in networking. The 
role is mandatory for summer 
camps leaders.

A Level 4 Youth Worker  focuses 
on work with individual young 
people and youth groups. They: 
• work with  young  
 people, their parents,  
 other stakeholders and  
 specialists; 
• create a trusting  
 relationship with the  
 young person and  
 maintain it; 
• create suitable condi 
 tions for the develop 
 ment of entrepreneur 
 ship and responsibility; 
• organise youth work  
 activities. 
It is not required to be  a 
qualified youth worker to run 
youth work activities, unless in 
camps, but some municipalities 
and foundations have made the 
number of  qualified youth 
workers a condition of funding.

The Youth Activities Support 
Worker role requires 
completion of a Level 5, one 
year course accredited by 
Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland, the national agency 
responsible for qualifications 
and quality assurance in further 
education and training and 
higher education in Ireland.

The Worker with Youth role 
requires a worker to have 
finished secondary education 
and to have a basic level of 
knowledge of the concept, rules 
and processes of youth work, 
and systemic and technical skills 
for doing youth work. Workers 
with Youth can be active in 
some areas of youth work and 
can perform tasks with a lower 
level of complexity. The role, 
Worker with Youth fully 
corresponds to the vocational 
standard adopted in 2018. This 
level can be obtained through 
participation in a non-formal 
education or vocational 
programme for Workers with 
Youth, or through validation of 
previously obtained knowledge. 

The Youth Support Worker 
(Wales) role for those working in 
a supporting role to 
professionally qualified 
workers. The role requires 
completion of a JNC endorsed 
Level 2 or Level 3 one-year 
Certificate in Youth Work.  

Source: interviews; EYWC 
(2018)

Source: interviews Source: interviews Source: interviews; desk 
research: National Portfolio 
for Youth Workers, 
Vocational Standard for 
Worker with Youth

Table 7 outlines the aims and content of degree-level training in Estonia, Ireland and Wales. As the table illustrates, there is considerable overlap in the content of 
training, and their focus upon:

• youth work values, principles and policy; 
• professional skills, such as facilitation, critical reflection and research; and
• the links between theory, such as the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, and youth work practice. 
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Youth Work in Tallinn University; 3 years’ 
studies, 180 EAP, professional higher 
education studies.

• develop basic knowledge ensur  
 ing the skills to manage, direct,   
 organise and analyse youth work;
• support the acquisition of compe 
 tences in the field of youth work;  
 and
• establish readiness for lifelong   
 learning and professional devel  
 opment and continuing studies at  
 Master's level.

Estonia Ireland

Example of the courses  Qualification: Bachelor Of Social Science 
Degree, Community and Youth Work, 
Maynooth University

The MSoc Sc in Community and Youth 
Work integrates advanced study in 
challenging issues facing society today 
with accredited professional education 
for key roles in community development, 
youth work, and also, for example,
equality, human rights and international 
development. 

BA (hons) Youth and Community Work, 
University of South Wales The degree 
level training is currently delivered by four 
Welsh universities

The course enables students to explore 
the theory behind youth work, its values, 
ethos, principles and practice, and aims to 
ensure that youth workers can meet the 
needs of young people and youth 
services.

Wales

Aim of youth work 
training: to…

Content of training The first 1.5 years of studies are 
dedicated to understanding the scope of 
youth work and youth policy as well as 
their values and working principles and 
to making connections between youth 
work and youth policy and other 
disciplines, such as sociology, 
psychology, and pedagogy. 

Areas covered by the degree level 
training include: youth work issues and 
policies; community work principles and 
practice; fieldwork practice; introduction 
to the social sciences; practice skills 
development; youth and community 
images and art. 

Areas covered by the degree level training 
include: adolescence and well-being; 
values and ethics; young people and 
society; role of youth workers; developing 
effective youth work; global youth work 
and community development; facilitation 
skills; critical and reflective practice; 
management skills and integrated 
community practice; and research skills.. 

This reflects the mutual recognition of ETS professionally endorsed degrees across the UK and Ireland. 

North Macedonia is not included in table 7 because, at the time of writing (May 2020) there was no higher education programme in the field of youth work and no 
system for the accreditation of previously gained knowledge. Therefore, the only way for a youth worker to be recognised under the second or third level of youth 
workers is through graduating in a related field and participating in a vocational education programme in the field of youth work. 

The non-formal education programme for the occupational category Worker with Youth is set to be implemented in North Macedonia in 2020, with the first group 
of 15 youth workers. In this way, the path will be opened for formally employing the first youth workers under the vocation Worker with Youth. This course aims to 
develop the skills of participants in planning, implementing, following/monitoring and assessing/evaluating the work with youth for supporting their personal 
development and enhancing their active participation in the life of the community. It involves 144 hours of theory and 60 hours of practical work. 

Table 8 outlines arrangements for progression and also continuous professional learning in Estonia, Ireland and Wales. As above, North Macedonia is not included 
because, as outlined above, while a progression framework is planned, it has not yet been implemented.

Table 7.  The aims, content, delivery of selected degree level youth work courses in Estonia, Ireland and Wales   
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Delivery of training The course integrates study on campus 
with a practice placement. 
Tallinn University also offers distance 
learning for 30 students a year. 

The course integrates study on campus 
with two 12 week practice placements, 
one in community work and one in 
youth work. 

The course integrates study on campus 
with two 12 week practice placements. 
These provide hands-on experience with 
young people, and account for a third of 
the degree (600 to 800 hours, depending 
on provider). There can be difficulties 
finding suitable placements.

Links to other subjects Youth Work training is linked to 
Community Education and Hobby 
Activity in the University of Tartu Viljandi 
Cultural College. There is also a youth 
work curriculum (bachelor degree) at 
Narva College, Uninversity of Tartu, 
where the main focus is on digital youth 
work. These three opportunities – in 
Tallinn, Viljandi and Narva – are seen as 
equal for educating youth workers.

Youth Work training is linked to courses 
in Social Care, Social Work, Youth Justice 
and Residential Settings. 

The training has links to cognate files 
like social work and youth justice. There 
are obvious differences between youth 
work degrees and these other degrees 
in terms of necessary specialism; for 
example, social work’s focus on social 
work processes and relevant legislation.  
However, there are also areas of overlap 
in terms of approach and core skills and 
values, such as a focus on interpersonal 
skills. 

Sources Interviews; Dibou et al. (2019); 
Kivimäe (2019)

Interviews Interviews

15 The Study Programme includes: University-wide courses; Language specialisation; Placement of youth work; Foundations of youth work; Organisation of youth work; Research; Environments and Methods of youth work; Final 

The second stage of studies includes 
more specialised youth work subjects, 
such as school-based youth work, youth 
entrepreneurship and career 
management, vulnerable target groups 
in youth work, development work and 
networking in the youth field, and youth 
work in multicultural environments.15
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Table 8. Progression and continuous professional learning in Estonia, Ireland and Wales 

Youth work graduates can continue their 
studies in multiple fields. The most 
popular Master’s programmes are: 
recreation, social  pedagogy and child 
protection. However, it is also possible to 
continue studies on the Youth Work 
Management programme (Master of Arts 
in Social Sciences), two years and 120 
ECTS. The programme is open for 
applicants from other fields.

Estonia Ireland

Progression 
opportunities 

Maynooth University offers progression 
pathways into their Master’s Programme. 
Léargas and Maynooth University  offer a 
Certificate in European Youth Mobility 
Project Management (NUI Cert.). 

There is a “coherent route” for youth work 
training, that enables progression from 
lower (e.g. Level 2/3)  to higher level 
degree courses (e.g. Level 6). However, 
there is no formal progression framework 
for post-graduate degrees.  
A number of Welsh Universities offer 
courses such as the Youth And 
Community Studies MA at Glyndwr 
University.

Wales

Continuous professional 
learning 

The objectives of the Youth Work 
Management programme are to:
• create opportunities for the   
 development of the    
 evidence-based knowledge   
 concerning the origins of youth   
 work, cross-sectoral  theoretical  
 approaches and processes at   
 international, national, local and  
 organisational level; and
• create opportunities for the   
 development of youth workers’   
 professional identity pursuant to  
 Level 7 of the professional   
 standard.

As outlined above, the MSoc Sc in 
Community and Youth Work integrates 
advanced study in challenging issues 
facing society today with accredited 
professional education for key roles in 
areas like community development and  
youth work.  It is endorsed by NSETS as a 
professional qualification in youth work 
and by the All Ireland Endorsement Body 
for Community Work as a professional 
qualification in community work. 

The Youth And Community Studies MA is 
intended for youth workers who already 
hold a JNC professional qualification, or 
who have previously studied youth work, 
community development or youth 
studies and would like to progress their 
studies at postgraduate level.
Irrespective of whether they choose to 
continue to a postgraduate qualification, 
youth workers are expected to undertake 
a range of continuous professional 
learning activities to maintain and update 
their skills and competences and equip 
them for work in new settings and/or in 
relation to emerging issue/policy 
priorities  like youth homelessness and 
youth mental (ill) health. 

16 For example, learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and ethos, is reflected in specific youth work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building 
“positive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”; learning for youth work, to ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth and have a solid understanding of the contexts in which they and young people 
operate are reflected in competences linked to supporting and empowering “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and learning through youth work is reflected in competences like creating “safe, 
motivating and inclusive learning environments for individuals and groups”.

Further details on the content and curricula of education and training in Estonia, Ireland and Wales are provided in the appendices. 



26

CONCLUSIONS

As outlined in section 1, European youth work, while a diverse field, has common threads that 
unite it. These common threads are reflected in the commonalities in youth work training 
across Estonia, Ireland and Wales, such as a focus upon youth work values, principles and 
policy, professional skills such as facilitation, critical reflection and research, and the sociology 
of youth and psychology of adolescence. These common strands, with their focus upon 
learning about, for and through youth work are exemplified by the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work 
Portfolio competences 16 , and reflect the European dimension to youth work education and 
training. In addition, as section 5 illustrates, these commonalities are particularly pronounced 
in Ireland and Wales, where there is mutual recognition of youth worker education and 
training. 

Youth work, education and training in each country also faces common challenges, such as 
the “professional formation” challenge, i.e. where the generic range of themes and 
issues/knowledge and skills needs to stop and where the specialist focus for youth work 
needs to start.  The school-based youth worker in a rural area may require quite a different 
skill set from the detached youth worker working evenings around a city centre railway 
station. However, there are also likely to be commonalities in the competences needed. 
Striking the right balance between equipping youth workers with the competences all youth 
workers need and enabling youth workers to develop the more specialist competences 
required for particular types of youth work, is a key challenge for education and training 
providers.

The values and principles of youth work may be considered sacrosanct (and therefore 
universal) but may also need to be applied flexibly to enable youth work to take place within 
non-traditional settings, such as custodial regimes for young offenders. At a general level, 
skills and knowledge, such as interpersonal communication skills and a knowledge of 
adolescent/youth development may apply to all settings, but setting or issue specific skills and 
knowledge will also be needed.  These may be developed through initial youth work education 
and training, and/or through continuing professional learning.

Despite the commonalities (and common challenges) there are differences in emphasis, 
content and delivery of youth work education and training that reflects the differences in each 
country’s context, outlined in section 3, and also, as the next section illustrates, 
differences in youth work education and training providers’ own traditions and interests. In 
each country, youth work education and training needs to address the demands of policy, the 
needs/wants of young people and the principles and values of youth work. This creative 
tension helps determine the aims and content, delivery and quality assurance of that 
education and training. As the following section outlines, funding, and providers themselves, 
are also important factors that shape youth work education and training.  The resultant 
differences in, for example,  policy priorities, funding, the needs and expectations of young 
people and providers, mean there are differences in the content and delivery of education 
and training in each country. These include differences in the type and duration of practice 
placements in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, as well as a specific focus, in each country, upon 
youth work in multicultural environments, youth and community images and art, and upon 
global youth work respectively, in the youth work courses in each country.
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This section explores how the influence of each of these groups of stakeholders has waxed 
and waned and ebbed and flowed over time in each country. It also considers what the 
relationship should be between policy, training and youth work practice; for example, should 
policy determine training, while training in turn determines practice or, for example, should 
youth work practice determine training? 

Estonia  

During the communist/pre-independence era, youth work was focused upon hobby schools, 
pioneering, youth summer camps and delivered by Pioneer leaders and hobby school 
teachers.

Following independence in 1991, the Ministry of Education and Culture’s youth department 
negotiated with several universities with a view to developing a youth work qualification. 
However, as in the Soviet era, youth work was seen as a political instrument and most 
universities declined. The only higher education institution which agreed was Tallinn 
Pedagogical School. In 1992 Tallinn Pedagogical School17  established a two year long 
vocational level (diploma) course in youth work. In 1998 the youth work curriculum was 
upgraded to the applied science level, and the length of studies increased to three years. 
Youth work graduates were reported to be well prepared for direct youth work with young 
people, with a “toolbox” with plenty of games, methods and items for hobby classes, 
summer camps and other out-of-school activities. 

In addition, in the 1990s:

• youth work courses were also established by NGOs, including churches, the YMCA  
 and the Scouting movement; and
• in 1995 youth work studies with the study programme Children and Youth   
 Leisure-time Manager were opened at Viljandi Culture Academy18  for preparing  
 hobby managers for schools. 

In 2004 the youth work curriculum was opened in Narva College, University of Tartu, in 
response to the regional need, offering studies on special youth work (Dibou et al., 2019).

In the 1990s and 2000s, the evolution and expansion of youth work education and training 
was fuelled by policy developments. As outlined in table 4, the 1999 Youth Work Act defined 
youth work, the age of young people for whom it caters (7 to 26), regulations for summer 
camps and annual support to youth organisations.  The Youth Work Council was established 
as an advisory body to the Minister of Education and Research. This was followed in 2001 by 
the Youth Work Conception (influenced by the European Commission’s White Paper on 
Youth Policy) and 2001-2004 by the Youth Work Development Plan, which identified the aim 
and principles of youth work, and defined seven youth work fields:

Government

The youth 
work sector

Education
and training 
providers 

17 The institution joined with Tallinn University in 2012.
18 The institution joined with the University of Tartu in 2005.

5. Developing youth work training in Estonia, Ireland, 
North Macedonia and Wales 
Introduction 

As section 3 outlines, education and training for youth workers is both an important part of 
the context for youth work practice, and also shaped by that context. This section focuses 
upon how youth worker education and training is developed and, in particular, the influence 
and role of:

• national and local government;
• the youth work sector (e.g. youth workers, representative bodies); and
• education and training providers. 

This is illustrated by figure 4.
Figure 4. Key influences upon the development of youth work training 
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• special youth work (with children at risk, juvenile commissions);
• hobby education;
• information about and for young people, counselling and studies;
• training, additional and re-training in the youth field;
• health and developing holidays for young people (summer camps and youth sport);
• youth employment education; and
• international youth work. 

The fields developed from practice as different existing and established services started to 
be amalgamated into the youth field and came under the umbrella of youth work. The fields 
were coordinated by the Estonian Youth Work Centre, established in 1999. In youth work 
training the fields offered the possibility of specialisation inside the study programmes (e.g. 
specialisation in working with juvenile offenders, specialisation in international youth work, 
as a hobby educator, or in youth information and careers).

Training continued to develop in the early 2000s, led by a training coordinator from the
Estonia Youth Work Centre and the Round Table: a programme of Additional Training and 
Re-training in the Youth Field was developed.  The Round Table created a good networking 
space for specialists, and it was active until 2005; for example:

• a Master’s programme at Tallinn University specialising in social work was set up,  
 and a curriculum of cultural management at the University of Tartu was established;
• T-Kit 6: “Training Essentials” by the Council of Europe was translated and published  
 in Estonian; 
 the youth worker curriculum, starting with specialisation in children at risk was  
 developed at the University of Tartu Narva College;
• in 2002 the description of youth work as an occupation was created by the working  
 group formed by the Ministry of Education and Research. This competence-based  
 model was an important step toward creating an occupational standard for youth  
 workers and offered a systematic approach to youth work training;
• in 2005, the Youth Worker Professional Standard was published; the content was  
 developed together with universities and practitioners, and universities adapted  
 their curricula based on the agreed standard.

In 2006, the Youth Work Strategy for 2006-2013 was published, and in 2010 the Youth Work 
Act (new version) added principles followed in youth work, more definitions, and specified 
youth councils in municipalities. This was followed by the publication of the 2014-2020 Youth 
Work Development Plan. As in the previous development plan (2006-2013), youth work was 
still divided into 10 fields with their own aims and measures. However, unlike the earlier 
plan, it prioritised four key topics and the need to offer specialisation in a particular youth 
work field became less important for training, and greater emphasis was placed upon 
preparing students to implement evidence-based youth work.

In addition, since 2008, the Archimedes Foundation Youth Agency has implemented projects 
developing youth work quality and youth work training, funded by the European Social Fund. 
A youth work trainers’ community was created and supported, quality criteria for youth work 
training were set, and a number of programmes for training were developed and run, 
supported by online training materials, a youth work magazine and handbooks. The national 
programme mixed youth work trainers from formal and non-formal education, and 
embedded youth work training across the public, private and non-governmental sectors. It is 
reported that the Youth Agency has played a really important and significant role creating 
and shaping youth work practices through training.

Ireland

In 1977 A Policy for Youth and Sport was followed in the 1980s by the O’Sullivan Report on 
the Development of Youth Work Services in Ireland (NYPC, 1984)  leading, in 1985, to The 
National Youth Policy: In Partnership with Youth. This led to increasing state involvement in 
the regulation and funding of youth work in Ireland which, with the notable exception of a 
statutory youth service in Dublin, initially established to address youth unemployment in the 
city, had previously been dominated by the non-governmental sector and, in particular, the 
churches (Devlin, 2009, 2010). 

National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015



29

National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015

In the 1990s, Charting our Education Future: a White Paper on education, included a focus 
upon youth work, followed by the 1997 Youth Work Act, later repealed and replaced by the 
2001 Youth Work Act (see boxed text). The Act means Ireland is one of the few countries that 
explicitly sets out youth work in legislation. As youth policy developed, so did the need for 
professionalization of youth work.

Youth Work Act 2001
As defined in legislation the Youth Work Act of 2001, “youth work” means a planned 
programme of education designed for the purpose of aiding and enhancing the personal 
and social development of young persons through their voluntary participation. The Act 
articulates that youth work:

• is educational and elective, structured and systematic; and
• complements the formal education system; for example, in practice youth work  
 normally includes youth services and projects, voluntary youth clubs and youth  
 cafes.

In the 2000s, the National Children’s Strategy (2000) was followed by the National Youth 
Work Development Plan (2003-2007) and the establishment of the Office of the Minister for 
Children (OMC) (2005). The National Youth Work Development Plan (2003-2007) included 
additional investment and actions “for enhancing professionalism and ensuring quality stan-
dards in youth work”  and led (as outlined in tables 2 and 4) to the:

• Quality Standards Framework (QSF), covering both state funded and volunteer led  
 youth services; and 
• the North-South (Ireland) and East-West (Ireland -Britain) links and professional  
 endorsement of training through NSETS.

This led to increased standards and accountability from youth work practitioners and organi-
sations. 

During this period, in 2008, the new Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, decided that the Youth Affairs 
Section, which had sat in the Department of Education and Science for over 40 years, was to 
be integrated within the Office of the Minister for Children (OMC). This reflected a shift from 
the view that youth work was primarily about education, to a broader concept, emphasising 
the importance of links to other sectors, such as youth justice, and the OMC was renamed 
the Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs (OMCYA) (Devlin, 2010).  This 
brought new resources, more senior ministerial representation of the sector, and more 
opportunities for integration/coordination. However, the blurring of boundaries between 
youth work and other work with children and young people created some challenges to 
retain the identity of the sector, as the funding of youth work fell between the fault lines of 
education and the OMCYA. 

Funding has been another key determinant of both youth work practice and education and 
training. Investment increased during the economic boom of the early 2000s. However, after 
the economic crash and the paralysis of the “Celtic tiger” in 2008, implementation of austeri-
ty measures resulted in significant cuts for the youth sector.

Further reforms followed In the 2010s, despite cuts in funding and the sector. In 2013, 
Education and Training Boards (ETBs) were established to “support the provision, coordina-
tion, administration and assessment of youth work services and assess the economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness of youth services”. In 2014, Better Outcomes Brighter Futures, 
the National Policy Framework for Children and Young People 2014-20 was launched. The 
“Growing Up in Ireland” study found that the majority of children and young people (80 
percent) in Ireland were doing relatively well. In response, the national youth strategy aimed 
to address the 20 percent of children and young people who needed additional support, by 
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National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015

identifying them and implementing early intervention approaches. This is seen as a whole 
government policy, with cross departmental responsibility. It is focused upon five outcomes 
areas (see boxed text) and is seen as requiring good quality universal systems open to all, 
like schools and primary healthcare services, backed up by additional targeted services and 
income support to give at risk or vulnerable children and young people the extra help they 
need to keep up with their peers.

Better Outcomes Brighter Futures, the National Policy 
Framework for Children and Young People 2014-20. Its goals are 
that young people should be:

• active and healthy;
• achieving in all areas of learning and development;
• safe and protected from harm;
• economically secure, have opportunity, be connected;
• respected and contributing.

In the mid 2010s, three strategies were developed under Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures 
by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs (DCYA) which were highly influenced by the 
Every Child Matters policy in England a decade earlier:

• the National Youth Strategy (see boxed text);
• the National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in 
 Decision-Making (2015), the first in Ireland of its kind and possibly the world (see  
 boxed text); and
• the National Early Years Strategy
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National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015

The National Strategy on Children and Young People’s 
Participation in Decision-Making
The National Strategy on Children and Young People’s Participation in Decision-Making is 
primarily aimed at children and young people under the age of 18, but embraces the voice 
of young people in the transition to adulthoold up to the age of 24. The strategy is guided 
and influenced by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and the 
EU Charter of Fundamental Rights.

In 2014, The Value for Money Policy Review (VFMPR) was launched, with the aim of 
identifying if young people who were engaging in youth work programmes were being 
supported to have better outcomes and brighter futures. The review made 
recommendations for the future operation of the schemes and to their future development 
to ensure effective, value for money services designed to secure the best outcomes for 
young people. In particular, it recommended that one targeted scheme should replace the 
existing three schemes, and that this new scheme should be based on evidence of what 
works and clear objectives to be achieved for young people.  This review led to the 
establishment of UBU Your Place Your Space. 

The main focus of UBU is to target the most marginalised, disadvantaged or vulnerable 
young people and provide specifically out-of-school support to young people (aged between 
10 and 24) in their communities to enable them to overcome adverse circumstances and 
achieve their full potential. It aims to “help young people to be more employable, less likely 
to engage in problematic drug-taking or alcohol misuse, and less likely to drop out of school 
and/ or engage in anti-social behaviour.”

One of the three funding streams for UBU is Capacity Building Funding that aims to build and 
strengthen the capacity of frontline practitioners/funded organisations to deliver youth 
services and services to young people. It is envisioned that through their education and 
training, youth work practitioners are competent and professional change makers. The 
formalisation of youth work training and education is intended to develop knowledge and 
skills, and by applying these, promote and empower the development of children, young 
people and communities (DCYA, 2014).

UBU Your Place Your Space
The seven social and emotional goals for UBU Your Place Your Space are:

• communication skills; 
• confidence and agency;
• planning and problem solving;
• relationships;
• creativity and imagination; 
• resilience and determination; 
• emotional intelligence.

This period has been characterised by increasing professionalization of youth work and an 
attempt to prove that youth work works. More recently, there have been significant and 
progressive developments, such as the Growing Up in Ireland study and the LGBTI+ Youth 
Strategy. 

North Macedonia 

The following section is reproduced from Youthwork Pathways, published by the Youth 
Cultural Centre - Bitola (2017) one of the the only publications that covers the history of 
youth work in North Macedonia.

Although youth work is often labelled as a new activity in North Macedonia, organised 
activities for the support of youth development have existed for many years, albeit in 



National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015
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different forms. After gaining independence in 1991, the necessary structural and critical 
changes in the work with young people occurred, which led to the need to redefine the 
activity, a process which is still in progress.

In the period when Macedonia was a part of the Socialist Federal Republic (SFR) of 
Yugoslavia, youth work was practised through the Pioneers’ Centres and associations of  
communist and socialist youth (SKOJ and SSO). The measures and activities conducted by 
these organisations involved giving scholarships, youth employment programmes and 
housing allocation. Through SKOJ and SSO, as the first forms of youth work, young people 
gained the values deemed necessary for the  active engagement of youth in society. This 
model of youth work was guided by the ideology of self-managing socialism. Therefore, the 
principle values of youth work during this period were “applying an education with a 
previously set goal, promoting patriotic values, volunteering, no religion/atheism, 
collectivism, brotherhood and unity, equality and uniformity that was typical of the existing 
system.”

Some of the structures in the previous state remained functional after independence was 
declared in 1991, but in the course of time they were affected by the processes of 
transformation and privatisation. The National Youth Union of Macedonia, which was the 
inheritor of the Union of the Socialist Youth of Macedonia, was closed. At the same time, the 
Pioneers’ Centres became a potential subject of privatisation, especially due to the inability 
of local government to take over their funding. These changes took place when the 
Macedonian civil sector was still in its infancy and was not able to play a more active role in 
creating a functional system for support of their youth.

The situation significantly changed with the initiation of the project for opening the Babylon 
Centres, initially on the premises of the existing Pioneers’ Centres. These centres were 
opened on the initiative of an Italian NGO financed by the European Confederation of 
Organisations that provide care and nurturing, with the financial support of the United 
Nations’ International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF). The initial idea was to develop 
programmes that would correspond to the needs of children and youth to fill their time. 
According to the media reports from that period, the project goal was to improve the 
building of trust among the different ethnic groups, develop programmes to fill the 
children’s and young people’s free time, as well as help them with employment. The Babylon 
Centres offered various activities for children and youth, such as computer skills, creativity, 
social skills, English, debate, law and journalism. Apart from this, they also organised drug, 
alcohol and smoking prevention activities.

After UNICEF withdrew the funding, the Babylon Centres continued functioning with the 
support of the World Bank. After the World Bank completed its programme, most of the total 
of 23 Babylon Centres stopped working. In spite of this, the project played a major role in the 
development of youth work in the Republic of Macedonia. The Babylon Centres were not 
directly promoted as models of youth work, but their way of work had a profound influence 
on the approach that most of the civil associations adopted as a way to support youth 
development.

The absence of an autochthonous (indigenous) and formally accepted model of youth work 
in the Republic of Macedonia left space for the civil associations to develop differing 
approaches to youth work. With the financial support of foreign and international
foundations, several Macedonian associations attempted to introduce different approaches 
to youth work, based on models from other European countries. Sharing other countries’ 
experiences was particularly facilitated by the launch of the European Programmes for 
Education and Mobility that Macedonia has been entitled to take part in since the beginning 
in the 2000s. As a result, youth work in Macedonia picked up elements from Britain, France, 
Belgium, Austria and other countries. These diverse approaches included open youth 
centres, youth information centres, youth street work, and providing activities for young 
people with limited abilities.

Another significant milestone in the development of youth work in the Republic of
Macedonia was the training organised by the Centre for Non-Formal Education Triangle, in 
collaboration with Jönköping University in Sweden in the area of youth work. In the period 

In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015
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The Specialised Programme in Leadership and 
Community Youth Work

The most notable long-term training for youth workers was the Specialised Programme in 
Leadership and Community Youth Work, implemented as a 12 module course. This was an 
accredited programme  in line with the European Credit Transfer System. From 2002 to 2007 
it was accredited by the School of Education and Communication, University of Jönköping, 
Sweden. The programme was divided into two levels or two semesters, each composed of 
six modules. Each module covered a specific topic and lasted approximately 20 – 25 hours. 
The performance of the programme participants was evaluated based on their attendance, 
participation and written assignments. An obligatory component of the course was
individual support to the participants in the form of tutorial sessions. For each level, six 
tutorial sessions were necessary. The final component of the course was compulsory 
practical work that each participant had to complete. The practical work was composed of 
approximately 50 hours (for both levels) of direct work with young people. Each level 
(semester) was accredited with 30 ECTS.

The programme covered the following topics: introduction to community youth work and 
personal development; the life stage of adolescence; working with individuals; working with 
groups; working with conflict and differences; management in community youth work; 
principles of community youth work training; introduction to research in community youth 
work; community youth work training programme: goal setting, preparation, 
implementation and evaluation; working with conflict and diversity;  training: practical 
application in actual environment; co-working and use of training materials; specific training 
issues: e.g. gender, violence, drugs, ethnicity, diversity.

Source: Triagolnik web page

A more recent surge of more serious interventions in the area of youth work started in 2012, 
with the initiative to recognise and professionalise youth work in the Centre for Intercultural 
Dialogue (CID), supported by the National Democratic Institute (NDI). One of the outcomes 
of this initiative was the establishment of the Union of Youth Work, as the only professional 
association of youth workers in the Republic of Macedonia. This initiative was followed by 
several other projects for the standardisation and professionalization of youth work, two of 
which were in the Erasmus+ Programme of the European Commission, implemented by the 
SEGA Coalition and the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue, as well as within the IPA 
Programme for Further Strengthening and Financial Sustainability of Civil Society. Thanks to 
the large number of activities in this area, implemented by several different civil society 
associations in a short period of time, the understanding of youth work in the Republic of 
Macedonia largely increased over this period, both in the civil sector and amongst the state 
and public institutions, and it also led to the creation of a climate beneficial for the initiation 
of specific processes for the formalisation of youth work, such as the submission of the 
initiative for a vocational standard for the occupation of youth worker.

In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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between 2008 and 2011, a large number of youth workers attended the long-term training 
course, Fundamentals of Youth Work in the Community, which was implemented in six 
modules. The Proactive Youth Centres were also founded within the project, as an attempt 
at a sustainable model of youth work at local and national level, in order to facilitate the 
development of knowledge, skills and attitudes among young people, support them in the 
exercise of their rights and encourage them to take an active part in the community. What 
was typical of this programme was the involvement of youth workers, youth organisations 
and organisations working with youth, professors, parents and educational institutions, and 
the decision-makers at local/national level, in order for them to become acquainted with the 
benefits of youth work. The long-term initiative of The Traingle Centre for Non-Formal 
Education in the area of youth work resulted in the introduction of graduate studies in 
Leadership and Youth Work in the Community, a programme implemented in 2011 in 
collaboration with the South East European University. Only one generation of youth 
workers enrolled on the course, and after it closed down, the other activities of the Triangle 
Centre in this area also stopped.



National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.

8. Bibliography 
Beilmann, M. (2017) Country sheet on Youth Work in Estonia. EU-CoE youth partnership. 
Online at: ttps://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262550/Estonia_in-
fo_youth_work_03.01.18_JB.pdf/b3495368-b206-b4ad-de43-d7e4608f5ef4

CoE (2016) Quality standards in education and training activities of the Youth Department of 
the Council of Europe. Online at:  https://rm.coe.int/ddcp-yd-etd-2016-202-quality-stan-
dards-yd-et-activities/16807c8bb9

CoE (2017) Youth Work: Recommendation CM/Rec (2017) 4.  Online at: https://rm.coe.int/cm-
rec-2017-4-and-explanatory-memorandum-youth-work-web/16808ff0d1

CWVYS (n.d.) Youth Work Policy. Online at: https://www.cwvys.org.uk/policy-and-practice/

Devlin, M. (2009) Theorising "Youth". In: Youth and Community Work in Ireland: Critical 
Perspectives. Blackhall Publishing, Ireland, pp. 33-56. ISBN 978-1-84218-173-7)

Devlin, M. (2010) Youth work in Ireland – Some historical Maurice Devlin reflections, online at 
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262577/H2_Ire-
land.pdf/70ca48ce-f848-425b-9566-7e572705b083

Dibou, T., Rannala, I.-E., Žuravljova, M., Männiste, A., Roomets, Ü. (2019) Experiences and 
Challenges of Developing Youth Worker Curriculum in Estonia, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019)  Teach-
ing Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 63-75.

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Value for Money and Policy Review of 
Youth Programmes. Online at: https://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/publica-
tions/20141223ValueforMoneyYouthProjects.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2015) National Youth Strategy 2015–2020, 
Dublin: Government Publications. Online at: https://www.youth.ie/wp-content/up-
loads/2019/04/20151008NatYouthStrat2015to2020.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2019) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The 
National Policy Framework for Children and Young People, 2014-2020. online at https://ww-
w.gov.ie/en/publication/775847-better-outcomes-brighter-futures/

Dunne, A., Ulicna, D., Murphy, I., Golubeva, M. (2014)  Working with young people: the value 
of youth work in the European Union. Online at: https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/youth/li-
brary/study/youth-work-report_en.pdf
Estonian Youth Work Centre (2018) Youth Worker Occupational Standard. Online at: 
https://entk.ee/sites/default/files/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

ENK (n.d.) Youth Work the key for development of successful Estonia. Online at: https://ent-
k.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/1903ENTK-brosyyr-210x200mm_29_04.pdf

Estyn (2018) Youth Support Services in Wales. Online at: https://www.estyn.go.wales/sites/w-
ww.estyn.gov.wales/files/documents/Youth%20Support%20Services%20in%20Wales.pdf

EWC (2017). Guidance for Employers Employing qualified Youth Workers and Youth Support 
Workers. Online at:  https://www.ewc.wales/site/index.php/en/documents/registra-
tion/671-youth-worker-employer-guide.html 

EYWC (2018) Youth Worker Ocupational Standard. Online at:  https://entk.ee/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/05/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

Jeffs, T, Coburn, A., Scott-McKinley, A. and Drowley, S. (2019). ‘Contrasting Futures? Exploring 
Youth Work across the UK’ pp 18-61 in in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth Work: Global 
Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

JNC (2012) Joint Negotiating Committee Agreement for Youth and Community Workers. 
Online at: https://www.cywu.org.uk/assets/content_pages/31812234_-
JNC_Agreement_FINAL.pdf

Käger, M., Kivistik, K., and Tatar, M. (2018) Noorsootöötajate koolitusvajaduse uuring. 
Aruanne. Balti Uuringute Instituut, SA Archimedes noorteagentuur. Online in Estonian

Kemmis, S. (2009) Understanding professional practice: A synoptic framework, in Green, B. 
(Ed.), Understanding and Researching Professional Practice. Rotterdam: Sense

Kemmis, S. and Grootenboer, P.J. (2008) Situating praxis in practice. In: Kemmis S and Smith 
T (eds) Enabling Praxis: Challenges for Education. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, pp. 37–62

Kiilakoski, T. (2019) Diversity of Practice Architectures on Education and Career Paths for 
Youth Workers in Europe: an analytical report, Brussels: Partnership between the European 
Commission and the Council of Europe in the field of Youth

Kiilakoski, T. (2020) Youth work communities in Europe:  Practitioners, arenas and 
cross-sectoral partnerships. Analysis based on national realities in nine European countries. 
Youth Partnership 

Kivimäe, A. (2019) Digitalisation in the European Union Youth Policy Agenda as a Frame of 
Reference for Developing Youth Work Training Curricula, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019) Teaching 
Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 284-292

Kost, R. (n.d.) Estonia: Involving all the actors in the development of youth workers. Online 
at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262400/Esto-
nian+example_+Article+by+Reet+Kost.pdf/75bb2b80-3220-a04a-700b-0f5f59ec55ce

Ministry of Education and Research (n.d.). Financing of the youth work. Online at:
https://www.hm.ee/en/activities/youth/financing-youth-work

National Youth Policy Committee (1984) Final Report. Online at: 
https://www.lenus.ie/bitstream/handle/10147/45430/7769.pdfj-
sessionid=0D44E66D6D5AD551C4A9D1A4351CB160?sequence=1

Nugin, R., and Taru, M. (2016) Noorsootöötajate arvamused noorsootööst ja noorsootööta-
jatest. Noorteseire aastaraamat 2016: Mitte- ja informaalne õpe, pp 107–121. Online in 
Estonian

Ord, J., with Carletti, M., Cooper, S., Dansac, C., Morciano, D., Siurala, L. and Taru, M. (2018) 
The Impact of Youth Work in Europe: A Study of Five European Countries. Online at: 
https://www.humak.fi/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/The-Impact-Of-Youth-Work.pdf

Rose, J. (1997) Milestones in the Development of Youth Work.  Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

SALTO (n.d) ETS Competence Model for Youth Workers to Work Internationally. Online at:
https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-coopera-
tion/tc-rc-nanetworktcs/youthworkers-competence-model/

Siurala, L., Coussée, F., Suurpaa, L.  and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth work In 
Europe- volume 5. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership/the-histo-
ry-of-youth-work-volume-5

Schild, H., Connolly, N., Labadie, F., Vanhee, J. and Williamson, H. (2017) Thinking seriously 

about youth work. And how to prepare people to do it. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/thinking-seriously-about-youth-work

Schlúmmer, E. (2019)  Smart youth work in Estonia: innovation and intiative in developing 
youth work, in Heikki Lauha and Kati Nõlvak (eds.) Digitalisation and Youth Work, Helsinki: 
Verke and Tallinn: Estonian Youth Work Centre, 20–24

Smith, M. K. (2013) What is youth work? Exploring the history, theory and practice of youth 
work, The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education. Online at:
www.infed.org/mobi/what-is-youth-work-exploring-the-histo-
ry-theory-and-practice-of-work-with-young-people/

Smith, M. K. and Doyle, M. E. (2002) The Albemarle Report and the development of youth 
work in England and Wales The encyclopedia of informal education. Online at: http://infed-
.org/mobi/the-albemarle-report-and-the-development-of-youth-work-in-england-and-wales/

Tartu, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia. The history of 
youth work in Europe, Vol 4, pp 15–33. Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=tbvjBAAAQBA-
J&oi=nd&pg=PA15&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=3lU6rkfIYo&sig=Bsn-pLRuf2gjdIw
ECZSwerIlP6M&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M. (2016) Autonomy, dependency, key actors and youth organisations in interwar 
Estonia. History of youth work in Europe, Vol 5, pp 63–77. Council of Europe. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=QBcPDQAAQBAJ&oi=f-
nd&pg=PA3&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=rWJGJSbHZt&sig=Tz-WuxljhJc_9yXT8Z10
IuJl_W0&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia, in The History of 
youth work in Europe. Relevance for today’s youth work policy. Vol 4. Ed. Taru, M., Coussée, 
F., and Williamson, H. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47261623/His-
tory+of+youth+work%2C+vol.+4/a2f0d4d8-dcfe-487e-b363-546cbc92ae56

Verschelden, G., Coussée, F., Van de Walle, T. and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth 
work in Europe and its relevance for youth policy today. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-1

Welsh Assembly Government (2002) Extending Entitlement: support for 11 to 25 year olds in 
Wales Direction and Guidance, July 2002. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/-
direction-and-guidance-extending-entitlement-support-for-11-to-25-year-olds-in-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2018) Our Future - a review of Extending Entitlement, Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-our-future-a-review-of-extending-entitlement_0.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019a) Youth Work Strategy for Wales. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/youth-work-strategy-for-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019b) Youth work in Wales, 2018-19. Online at:
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-re-
search/2019-10/youth-work-april-2018-march-2019-289.pdf

West, A. et al. (2014) Youth Work - a Scan of Comparative Practices. Online at: 
https://assets.gov.ie/26853/b2e3b77e76204715a43ed7273d422d41.pdf

Williamson, H. (2010) For God’s sake, tie your ropes together: the (recent) history of youth 
work in Wales – Political betrayal, professional infighting and practice inertia,  in History of 
youth work in Europe, volume 2. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/web/youth-partner-
ship/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-2

Williamson, H. (2017), Supporting Young People in Europe Vol 3: Looking to the Future, 

Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: https://book.coe.int/en/youth-oth-
er-publications/7429-suppor-
ting-young-people-in-europe-volume-iii-looking-to-the-future-.html

Williamson, H. (2017) and Coussée, F. (2017)  ‘Youth Workin’ All over Europe: Moving, 
Associating, Organising and Providing’, pp. 81–97 in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth 
Work: Global Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

Williamson, H. and Basarab, T. (2019) The History Of Youth Work In Europe: Pan-European 
and transnational youth organisations. The overall lessons learned from the history project. 
Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/docu-
ments/42128013/47261623/PREMS-096319-History-7-WEB.pdf/bb1f0438-5184-836a-fed3-27
f793900bad

Wrexham Glyndwr University, Cardiff Metropolitan University and Rauprich, S. (2018) Review 
of the Impact of the National Youth Strategy for Wales 2014-2018. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-review-of-the-impact-of-the-national-youth-work-strategy-for-wales-2
014-2018.pdf

Youth Cultural Center – Bitola (2017) Youth Work Pathways: recognition, professionalization 
and standardisation – Youth Cultural Centre – Bitola. Online at:  
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/youth_work_pathways_4-1.pdf

Youth Wiki (2019) Republic of North Macedonia; Funding Youth Policy. Online at:  
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/17-funding-youth-policy-former-yugoslav-republic-macedonia

Youth Wiki (2020) Youth Work. Chapter 10. Estonia. (2020). Youth Wiki. Last modified in 
January 2020. Online at: ttps://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/10-youth-work-estonia

Youth Work Act (2010) Riigi Teataja. Riigikogu. In force from 01.01.2018. Online at: https://w-
ww.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/520122013004/consolide/current

Youth Work Wales (n.d). Milestones in the Development of Youth Work . Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

Additional sources for North Macedonia: 
National Youth Strategy 2016-2025, online at:  http://strategijazamladi.mk/sites/default/-
files/National-Youth-Strategy-2016-2025.pdf

Law on Youth Participation and Youth Policies 2016-2020, online at: 
http://www.nms.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/dopol-
net_predlog_za_mladinsko_uchestvo_i_mladinski_politiki.pdf

Quality Standards for Youth Work, online at:  
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/quality_standards_for_youth_work

Portfolio for Youth Workers, online at: 
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/portfolio_for_youth_workers

Vocational standard for Worker with Youth, online at: 
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Стандард-на-занимање_
Работник-со-млади.pdf 

Vocational education programme for Worker with Youth, online at:   
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Работник-со-млади-програма.pdf

South East European University, Study programme, Leadership and Community Youth Work, 
online at:    https://www.seeu.edu.mk/en/program/7/SEEU-Study-Programme-7.pdf

The Community Youth Worker training
The only formal education programme offered in Macedonia was the Study Programme in 
Leadership and Community Youth Work offered by the South East European University. The 
objective of the undergraduate programme was to enable the students to get the title of 
Community Youth Worker. This course aimed to enable and train the students to work in all 
government institutions at central and local levels, academic institutions and the 
non-governmental institutional environments of pre-education centres, pupil and student 
dormitories, as well as in youth clubs and centres. The studies also trained and prepared the 
students to work in the local community and society in general and it enabled them to learn 
the importance of research work.

The programme aimed to create professional community youth workers who would be able 
to train youth leaders and youth workers. The programme equipped students with a 
reflective, analytical approach towards their work so they could work in a constructive and 
professional way as community youth workers and as trainers. The programme also aimed 
to contribute to the professionalization of community youth work in Macedonia.

Source: SEEU web page 



National Youth Strategy 2015-2020
The aim of the National Youth Strategy is to enable all young people to realise their 
maximum potential, by respecting their rights and hearing their voices, while protecting and 
supporting them as they transition from childhood to adulthood. The National Youth 
Strategy focuses on enhancing the contribution of current and emerging policies, 
programmes and services to improving the national outcomes for young people aged 10-24 
years. 

The strategy is evidence informed and outcomes focused; is based on an understanding of 
youth as a distinctive period of development between childhood and adulthood, and takes 
account of the social and economic factors that influence young people during this period 
and the important role that parents, families, friends, other adults and communities play in 
young people’s lives. It is informed by national and European policy developments, as well as 
by the results of a national consultation with young people, those who work with them, and 
other stakeholders. 

The National Youth Strategy recognises the importance of strong engagement by, and 
collaboration between, statutory bodies/agencies and non-governmental organisations in 
the pursuit of better outcomes for young people. It acknowledges the interconnection 
between all of these areas of work, and that young people benefit most when the work of all 
stakeholders is mutually reinforcing.  

Adapted from DYCA, 2015
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 19 There had previously been approaches to the validation of part-time youth worker training in England, through RAMPS 
(Regional Accreditation and Moderation Panels).

In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.

8. Bibliography 
Beilmann, M. (2017) Country sheet on Youth Work in Estonia. EU-CoE youth partnership. 
Online at: ttps://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262550/Estonia_in-
fo_youth_work_03.01.18_JB.pdf/b3495368-b206-b4ad-de43-d7e4608f5ef4

CoE (2016) Quality standards in education and training activities of the Youth Department of 
the Council of Europe. Online at:  https://rm.coe.int/ddcp-yd-etd-2016-202-quality-stan-
dards-yd-et-activities/16807c8bb9

CoE (2017) Youth Work: Recommendation CM/Rec (2017) 4.  Online at: https://rm.coe.int/cm-
rec-2017-4-and-explanatory-memorandum-youth-work-web/16808ff0d1

CWVYS (n.d.) Youth Work Policy. Online at: https://www.cwvys.org.uk/policy-and-practice/

Devlin, M. (2009) Theorising "Youth". In: Youth and Community Work in Ireland: Critical 
Perspectives. Blackhall Publishing, Ireland, pp. 33-56. ISBN 978-1-84218-173-7)

Devlin, M. (2010) Youth work in Ireland – Some historical Maurice Devlin reflections, online at 
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262577/H2_Ire-
land.pdf/70ca48ce-f848-425b-9566-7e572705b083

Dibou, T., Rannala, I.-E., Žuravljova, M., Männiste, A., Roomets, Ü. (2019) Experiences and 
Challenges of Developing Youth Worker Curriculum in Estonia, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019)  Teach-
ing Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 63-75.

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Value for Money and Policy Review of 
Youth Programmes. Online at: https://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/publica-
tions/20141223ValueforMoneyYouthProjects.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2015) National Youth Strategy 2015–2020, 
Dublin: Government Publications. Online at: https://www.youth.ie/wp-content/up-
loads/2019/04/20151008NatYouthStrat2015to2020.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2019) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The 
National Policy Framework for Children and Young People, 2014-2020. online at https://ww-
w.gov.ie/en/publication/775847-better-outcomes-brighter-futures/

Dunne, A., Ulicna, D., Murphy, I., Golubeva, M. (2014)  Working with young people: the value 
of youth work in the European Union. Online at: https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/youth/li-
brary/study/youth-work-report_en.pdf
Estonian Youth Work Centre (2018) Youth Worker Occupational Standard. Online at: 
https://entk.ee/sites/default/files/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

ENK (n.d.) Youth Work the key for development of successful Estonia. Online at: https://ent-
k.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/1903ENTK-brosyyr-210x200mm_29_04.pdf

Estyn (2018) Youth Support Services in Wales. Online at: https://www.estyn.go.wales/sites/w-
ww.estyn.gov.wales/files/documents/Youth%20Support%20Services%20in%20Wales.pdf

EWC (2017). Guidance for Employers Employing qualified Youth Workers and Youth Support 
Workers. Online at:  https://www.ewc.wales/site/index.php/en/documents/registra-
tion/671-youth-worker-employer-guide.html 

EYWC (2018) Youth Worker Ocupational Standard. Online at:  https://entk.ee/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/05/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

Jeffs, T, Coburn, A., Scott-McKinley, A. and Drowley, S. (2019). ‘Contrasting Futures? Exploring 
Youth Work across the UK’ pp 18-61 in in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth Work: Global 
Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

JNC (2012) Joint Negotiating Committee Agreement for Youth and Community Workers. 
Online at: https://www.cywu.org.uk/assets/content_pages/31812234_-
JNC_Agreement_FINAL.pdf

Käger, M., Kivistik, K., and Tatar, M. (2018) Noorsootöötajate koolitusvajaduse uuring. 
Aruanne. Balti Uuringute Instituut, SA Archimedes noorteagentuur. Online in Estonian

Kemmis, S. (2009) Understanding professional practice: A synoptic framework, in Green, B. 
(Ed.), Understanding and Researching Professional Practice. Rotterdam: Sense

Kemmis, S. and Grootenboer, P.J. (2008) Situating praxis in practice. In: Kemmis S and Smith 
T (eds) Enabling Praxis: Challenges for Education. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, pp. 37–62

Kiilakoski, T. (2019) Diversity of Practice Architectures on Education and Career Paths for 
Youth Workers in Europe: an analytical report, Brussels: Partnership between the European 
Commission and the Council of Europe in the field of Youth

Kiilakoski, T. (2020) Youth work communities in Europe:  Practitioners, arenas and 
cross-sectoral partnerships. Analysis based on national realities in nine European countries. 
Youth Partnership 

Kivimäe, A. (2019) Digitalisation in the European Union Youth Policy Agenda as a Frame of 
Reference for Developing Youth Work Training Curricula, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019) Teaching 
Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 284-292

Kost, R. (n.d.) Estonia: Involving all the actors in the development of youth workers. Online 
at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262400/Esto-
nian+example_+Article+by+Reet+Kost.pdf/75bb2b80-3220-a04a-700b-0f5f59ec55ce

Ministry of Education and Research (n.d.). Financing of the youth work. Online at:
https://www.hm.ee/en/activities/youth/financing-youth-work

National Youth Policy Committee (1984) Final Report. Online at: 
https://www.lenus.ie/bitstream/handle/10147/45430/7769.pdfj-
sessionid=0D44E66D6D5AD551C4A9D1A4351CB160?sequence=1

Nugin, R., and Taru, M. (2016) Noorsootöötajate arvamused noorsootööst ja noorsootööta-
jatest. Noorteseire aastaraamat 2016: Mitte- ja informaalne õpe, pp 107–121. Online in 
Estonian

Ord, J., with Carletti, M., Cooper, S., Dansac, C., Morciano, D., Siurala, L. and Taru, M. (2018) 
The Impact of Youth Work in Europe: A Study of Five European Countries. Online at: 
https://www.humak.fi/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/The-Impact-Of-Youth-Work.pdf

Rose, J. (1997) Milestones in the Development of Youth Work.  Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

SALTO (n.d) ETS Competence Model for Youth Workers to Work Internationally. Online at:
https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-coopera-
tion/tc-rc-nanetworktcs/youthworkers-competence-model/

Siurala, L., Coussée, F., Suurpaa, L.  and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth work In 
Europe- volume 5. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership/the-histo-
ry-of-youth-work-volume-5

Schild, H., Connolly, N., Labadie, F., Vanhee, J. and Williamson, H. (2017) Thinking seriously 

about youth work. And how to prepare people to do it. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/thinking-seriously-about-youth-work

Schlúmmer, E. (2019)  Smart youth work in Estonia: innovation and intiative in developing 
youth work, in Heikki Lauha and Kati Nõlvak (eds.) Digitalisation and Youth Work, Helsinki: 
Verke and Tallinn: Estonian Youth Work Centre, 20–24

Smith, M. K. (2013) What is youth work? Exploring the history, theory and practice of youth 
work, The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education. Online at:
www.infed.org/mobi/what-is-youth-work-exploring-the-histo-
ry-theory-and-practice-of-work-with-young-people/

Smith, M. K. and Doyle, M. E. (2002) The Albemarle Report and the development of youth 
work in England and Wales The encyclopedia of informal education. Online at: http://infed-
.org/mobi/the-albemarle-report-and-the-development-of-youth-work-in-england-and-wales/

Tartu, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia. The history of 
youth work in Europe, Vol 4, pp 15–33. Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=tbvjBAAAQBA-
J&oi=nd&pg=PA15&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=3lU6rkfIYo&sig=Bsn-pLRuf2gjdIw
ECZSwerIlP6M&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M. (2016) Autonomy, dependency, key actors and youth organisations in interwar 
Estonia. History of youth work in Europe, Vol 5, pp 63–77. Council of Europe. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=QBcPDQAAQBAJ&oi=f-
nd&pg=PA3&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=rWJGJSbHZt&sig=Tz-WuxljhJc_9yXT8Z10
IuJl_W0&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia, in The History of 
youth work in Europe. Relevance for today’s youth work policy. Vol 4. Ed. Taru, M., Coussée, 
F., and Williamson, H. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47261623/His-
tory+of+youth+work%2C+vol.+4/a2f0d4d8-dcfe-487e-b363-546cbc92ae56

Verschelden, G., Coussée, F., Van de Walle, T. and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth 
work in Europe and its relevance for youth policy today. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-1

Welsh Assembly Government (2002) Extending Entitlement: support for 11 to 25 year olds in 
Wales Direction and Guidance, July 2002. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/-
direction-and-guidance-extending-entitlement-support-for-11-to-25-year-olds-in-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2018) Our Future - a review of Extending Entitlement, Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-our-future-a-review-of-extending-entitlement_0.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019a) Youth Work Strategy for Wales. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/youth-work-strategy-for-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019b) Youth work in Wales, 2018-19. Online at:
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-re-
search/2019-10/youth-work-april-2018-march-2019-289.pdf

West, A. et al. (2014) Youth Work - a Scan of Comparative Practices. Online at: 
https://assets.gov.ie/26853/b2e3b77e76204715a43ed7273d422d41.pdf

Williamson, H. (2010) For God’s sake, tie your ropes together: the (recent) history of youth 
work in Wales – Political betrayal, professional infighting and practice inertia,  in History of 
youth work in Europe, volume 2. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/web/youth-partner-
ship/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-2

Williamson, H. (2017), Supporting Young People in Europe Vol 3: Looking to the Future, 

Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: https://book.coe.int/en/youth-oth-
er-publications/7429-suppor-
ting-young-people-in-europe-volume-iii-looking-to-the-future-.html

Williamson, H. (2017) and Coussée, F. (2017)  ‘Youth Workin’ All over Europe: Moving, 
Associating, Organising and Providing’, pp. 81–97 in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth 
Work: Global Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

Williamson, H. and Basarab, T. (2019) The History Of Youth Work In Europe: Pan-European 
and transnational youth organisations. The overall lessons learned from the history project. 
Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/docu-
ments/42128013/47261623/PREMS-096319-History-7-WEB.pdf/bb1f0438-5184-836a-fed3-27
f793900bad

Wrexham Glyndwr University, Cardiff Metropolitan University and Rauprich, S. (2018) Review 
of the Impact of the National Youth Strategy for Wales 2014-2018. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-review-of-the-impact-of-the-national-youth-work-strategy-for-wales-2
014-2018.pdf

Youth Cultural Center – Bitola (2017) Youth Work Pathways: recognition, professionalization 
and standardisation – Youth Cultural Centre – Bitola. Online at:  
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/youth_work_pathways_4-1.pdf

Youth Wiki (2019) Republic of North Macedonia; Funding Youth Policy. Online at:  
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/17-funding-youth-policy-former-yugoslav-republic-macedonia

Youth Wiki (2020) Youth Work. Chapter 10. Estonia. (2020). Youth Wiki. Last modified in 
January 2020. Online at: ttps://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/10-youth-work-estonia

Youth Work Act (2010) Riigi Teataja. Riigikogu. In force from 01.01.2018. Online at: https://w-
ww.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/520122013004/consolide/current

Youth Work Wales (n.d). Milestones in the Development of Youth Work . Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

Additional sources for North Macedonia: 
National Youth Strategy 2016-2025, online at:  http://strategijazamladi.mk/sites/default/-
files/National-Youth-Strategy-2016-2025.pdf

Law on Youth Participation and Youth Policies 2016-2020, online at: 
http://www.nms.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/dopol-
net_predlog_za_mladinsko_uchestvo_i_mladinski_politiki.pdf

Quality Standards for Youth Work, online at:  
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/quality_standards_for_youth_work

Portfolio for Youth Workers, online at: 
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/portfolio_for_youth_workers

Vocational standard for Worker with Youth, online at: 
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Стандард-на-занимање_
Работник-со-млади.pdf 

Vocational education programme for Worker with Youth, online at:   
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Работник-со-млади-програма.pdf

South East European University, Study programme, Leadership and Community Youth Work, 
online at:    https://www.seeu.edu.mk/en/program/7/SEEU-Study-Programme-7.pdf



36

In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

20 This included developing a Children and Young People Workforce Development Strategy; a Common Core of Skills and Knowledge; 
and a Qualification Framework for the workforce.
21 https://gov.wales/welsh-government-more-doubles-youth-work-funding

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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Quality Standards for Youth Work, online at:  
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/quality_standards_for_youth_work

Portfolio for Youth Workers, online at: 
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/portfolio_for_youth_workers

Vocational standard for Worker with Youth, online at: 
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Стандард-на-занимање_
Работник-со-млади.pdf 

Vocational education programme for Worker with Youth, online at:   
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Работник-со-млади-програма.pdf

South East European University, Study programme, Leadership and Community Youth Work, 
online at:    https://www.seeu.edu.mk/en/program/7/SEEU-Study-Programme-7.pdf
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

22 The Prevent Strategy is a cross-Government policy that forms one of the four strands of the strategy for counter terrorism. It 
includes the anti-radicalisation of vulnerable adults and children.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

23 “Smart youth work” is a recent development in Estonia. It is more a concept than a specific method or approach and requires 
youth workers to consider the impact of changes in society, technology and culture upon young people and their work. It therefore 
includes, but is not limited to, the use of digital media and digital technology (Schlümmer 2019, pp. 21-22, cited in Kiilakoski, 2020).
24 There is now a European Youth Work Convention working group on Youth Work and Corona which is expected to develop 
recommendations for safe practice. 

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.

8. Bibliography 
Beilmann, M. (2017) Country sheet on Youth Work in Estonia. EU-CoE youth partnership. 
Online at: ttps://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262550/Estonia_in-
fo_youth_work_03.01.18_JB.pdf/b3495368-b206-b4ad-de43-d7e4608f5ef4

CoE (2016) Quality standards in education and training activities of the Youth Department of 
the Council of Europe. Online at:  https://rm.coe.int/ddcp-yd-etd-2016-202-quality-stan-
dards-yd-et-activities/16807c8bb9

CoE (2017) Youth Work: Recommendation CM/Rec (2017) 4.  Online at: https://rm.coe.int/cm-
rec-2017-4-and-explanatory-memorandum-youth-work-web/16808ff0d1

CWVYS (n.d.) Youth Work Policy. Online at: https://www.cwvys.org.uk/policy-and-practice/

Devlin, M. (2009) Theorising "Youth". In: Youth and Community Work in Ireland: Critical 
Perspectives. Blackhall Publishing, Ireland, pp. 33-56. ISBN 978-1-84218-173-7)

Devlin, M. (2010) Youth work in Ireland – Some historical Maurice Devlin reflections, online at 
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262577/H2_Ire-
land.pdf/70ca48ce-f848-425b-9566-7e572705b083

Dibou, T., Rannala, I.-E., Žuravljova, M., Männiste, A., Roomets, Ü. (2019) Experiences and 
Challenges of Developing Youth Worker Curriculum in Estonia, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019)  Teach-
ing Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 63-75.

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2014) Value for Money and Policy Review of 
Youth Programmes. Online at: https://www.dcya.gov.ie/documents/publica-
tions/20141223ValueforMoneyYouthProjects.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2015) National Youth Strategy 2015–2020, 
Dublin: Government Publications. Online at: https://www.youth.ie/wp-content/up-
loads/2019/04/20151008NatYouthStrat2015to2020.pdf

Department for Children and Youth Affairs (2019) Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures: The 
National Policy Framework for Children and Young People, 2014-2020. online at https://ww-
w.gov.ie/en/publication/775847-better-outcomes-brighter-futures/

Dunne, A., Ulicna, D., Murphy, I., Golubeva, M. (2014)  Working with young people: the value 
of youth work in the European Union. Online at: https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/youth/li-
brary/study/youth-work-report_en.pdf
Estonian Youth Work Centre (2018) Youth Worker Occupational Standard. Online at: 
https://entk.ee/sites/default/files/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

ENK (n.d.) Youth Work the key for development of successful Estonia. Online at: https://ent-
k.ee/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/1903ENTK-brosyyr-210x200mm_29_04.pdf

Estyn (2018) Youth Support Services in Wales. Online at: https://www.estyn.go.wales/sites/w-
ww.estyn.gov.wales/files/documents/Youth%20Support%20Services%20in%20Wales.pdf

EWC (2017). Guidance for Employers Employing qualified Youth Workers and Youth Support 
Workers. Online at:  https://www.ewc.wales/site/index.php/en/documents/registra-
tion/671-youth-worker-employer-guide.html 

EYWC (2018) Youth Worker Ocupational Standard. Online at:  https://entk.ee/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/05/N_kutsestandard_2018_ENG.pdf

Jeffs, T, Coburn, A., Scott-McKinley, A. and Drowley, S. (2019). ‘Contrasting Futures? Exploring 
Youth Work across the UK’ pp 18-61 in in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth Work: Global 
Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

JNC (2012) Joint Negotiating Committee Agreement for Youth and Community Workers. 
Online at: https://www.cywu.org.uk/assets/content_pages/31812234_-
JNC_Agreement_FINAL.pdf

Käger, M., Kivistik, K., and Tatar, M. (2018) Noorsootöötajate koolitusvajaduse uuring. 
Aruanne. Balti Uuringute Instituut, SA Archimedes noorteagentuur. Online in Estonian

Kemmis, S. (2009) Understanding professional practice: A synoptic framework, in Green, B. 
(Ed.), Understanding and Researching Professional Practice. Rotterdam: Sense

Kemmis, S. and Grootenboer, P.J. (2008) Situating praxis in practice. In: Kemmis S and Smith 
T (eds) Enabling Praxis: Challenges for Education. Rotterdam: Sense Publishers, pp. 37–62

Kiilakoski, T. (2019) Diversity of Practice Architectures on Education and Career Paths for 
Youth Workers in Europe: an analytical report, Brussels: Partnership between the European 
Commission and the Council of Europe in the field of Youth

Kiilakoski, T. (2020) Youth work communities in Europe:  Practitioners, arenas and 
cross-sectoral partnerships. Analysis based on national realities in nine European countries. 
Youth Partnership 

Kivimäe, A. (2019) Digitalisation in the European Union Youth Policy Agenda as a Frame of 
Reference for Developing Youth Work Training Curricula, in Seal, M. (Ed.) (2019) Teaching 
Youth Work in Higher Education. Tensions, connections, continuities and contradictions. 
Tartu, pp 284-292

Kost, R. (n.d.) Estonia: Involving all the actors in the development of youth workers. Online 
at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47262400/Esto-
nian+example_+Article+by+Reet+Kost.pdf/75bb2b80-3220-a04a-700b-0f5f59ec55ce

Ministry of Education and Research (n.d.). Financing of the youth work. Online at:
https://www.hm.ee/en/activities/youth/financing-youth-work

National Youth Policy Committee (1984) Final Report. Online at: 
https://www.lenus.ie/bitstream/handle/10147/45430/7769.pdfj-
sessionid=0D44E66D6D5AD551C4A9D1A4351CB160?sequence=1

Nugin, R., and Taru, M. (2016) Noorsootöötajate arvamused noorsootööst ja noorsootööta-
jatest. Noorteseire aastaraamat 2016: Mitte- ja informaalne õpe, pp 107–121. Online in 
Estonian

Ord, J., with Carletti, M., Cooper, S., Dansac, C., Morciano, D., Siurala, L. and Taru, M. (2018) 
The Impact of Youth Work in Europe: A Study of Five European Countries. Online at: 
https://www.humak.fi/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/The-Impact-Of-Youth-Work.pdf

Rose, J. (1997) Milestones in the Development of Youth Work.  Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

SALTO (n.d) ETS Competence Model for Youth Workers to Work Internationally. Online at:
https://www.salto-youth.net/rc/training-and-coopera-
tion/tc-rc-nanetworktcs/youthworkers-competence-model/

Siurala, L., Coussée, F., Suurpaa, L.  and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth work In 
Europe- volume 5. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership/the-histo-
ry-of-youth-work-volume-5

Schild, H., Connolly, N., Labadie, F., Vanhee, J. and Williamson, H. (2017) Thinking seriously 

about youth work. And how to prepare people to do it. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/thinking-seriously-about-youth-work

Schlúmmer, E. (2019)  Smart youth work in Estonia: innovation and intiative in developing 
youth work, in Heikki Lauha and Kati Nõlvak (eds.) Digitalisation and Youth Work, Helsinki: 
Verke and Tallinn: Estonian Youth Work Centre, 20–24

Smith, M. K. (2013) What is youth work? Exploring the history, theory and practice of youth 
work, The encyclopedia of pedagogy and informal education. Online at:
www.infed.org/mobi/what-is-youth-work-exploring-the-histo-
ry-theory-and-practice-of-work-with-young-people/

Smith, M. K. and Doyle, M. E. (2002) The Albemarle Report and the development of youth 
work in England and Wales The encyclopedia of informal education. Online at: http://infed-
.org/mobi/the-albemarle-report-and-the-development-of-youth-work-in-england-and-wales/

Tartu, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia. The history of 
youth work in Europe, Vol 4, pp 15–33. Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=tbvjBAAAQBA-
J&oi=nd&pg=PA15&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=3lU6rkfIYo&sig=Bsn-pLRuf2gjdIw
ECZSwerIlP6M&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M. (2016) Autonomy, dependency, key actors and youth organisations in interwar 
Estonia. History of youth work in Europe, Vol 5, pp 63–77. Council of Europe. Online at: 
https://books.google.ee/books?hl=en&lr=&id=QBcPDQAAQBAJ&oi=f-
nd&pg=PA3&dq=estonian+youth+work+history&ots=rWJGJSbHZt&sig=Tz-WuxljhJc_9yXT8Z10
IuJl_W0&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false

Taru, M., Pilve, E., and Kaasik, P. (2014) The history of youth work in Estonia, in The History of 
youth work in Europe. Relevance for today’s youth work policy. Vol 4. Ed. Taru, M., Coussée, 
F., and Williamson, H. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/documents/42128013/47261623/His-
tory+of+youth+work%2C+vol.+4/a2f0d4d8-dcfe-487e-b363-546cbc92ae56

Verschelden, G., Coussée, F., Van de Walle, T. and Williamson, H. (2016) The history of youth 
work in Europe and its relevance for youth policy today. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.in-
t/en/web/youth-partnership/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-1

Welsh Assembly Government (2002) Extending Entitlement: support for 11 to 25 year olds in 
Wales Direction and Guidance, July 2002. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-02/-
direction-and-guidance-extending-entitlement-support-for-11-to-25-year-olds-in-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2018) Our Future - a review of Extending Entitlement, Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-our-future-a-review-of-extending-entitlement_0.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019a) Youth Work Strategy for Wales. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-06/youth-work-strategy-for-wales.pdf

Welsh Government  (2019b) Youth work in Wales, 2018-19. Online at:
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-re-
search/2019-10/youth-work-april-2018-march-2019-289.pdf

West, A. et al. (2014) Youth Work - a Scan of Comparative Practices. Online at: 
https://assets.gov.ie/26853/b2e3b77e76204715a43ed7273d422d41.pdf

Williamson, H. (2010) For God’s sake, tie your ropes together: the (recent) history of youth 
work in Wales – Political betrayal, professional infighting and practice inertia,  in History of 
youth work in Europe, volume 2. Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/web/youth-partner-
ship/the-history-of-youth-work-in-europe-volume-2

Williamson, H. (2017), Supporting Young People in Europe Vol 3: Looking to the Future, 

Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing. Online at: https://book.coe.int/en/youth-oth-
er-publications/7429-suppor-
ting-young-people-in-europe-volume-iii-looking-to-the-future-.html

Williamson, H. (2017) and Coussée, F. (2017)  ‘Youth Workin’ All over Europe: Moving, 
Associating, Organising and Providing’, pp. 81–97 in Bright, G. and Pugh, C. (eds). Youth 
Work: Global Futures, Brill Avcdemic publishers: Netherlands

Williamson, H. and Basarab, T. (2019) The History Of Youth Work In Europe: Pan-European 
and transnational youth organisations. The overall lessons learned from the history project. 
Online at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/docu-
ments/42128013/47261623/PREMS-096319-History-7-WEB.pdf/bb1f0438-5184-836a-fed3-27
f793900bad

Wrexham Glyndwr University, Cardiff Metropolitan University and Rauprich, S. (2018) Review 
of the Impact of the National Youth Strategy for Wales 2014-2018. Online at: 
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publica-
tions/2018-04/180316-review-of-the-impact-of-the-national-youth-work-strategy-for-wales-2
014-2018.pdf

Youth Cultural Center – Bitola (2017) Youth Work Pathways: recognition, professionalization 
and standardisation – Youth Cultural Centre – Bitola. Online at:  
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/youth_work_pathways_4-1.pdf

Youth Wiki (2019) Republic of North Macedonia; Funding Youth Policy. Online at:  
https://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/17-funding-youth-policy-former-yugoslav-republic-macedonia

Youth Wiki (2020) Youth Work. Chapter 10. Estonia. (2020). Youth Wiki. Last modified in 
January 2020. Online at: ttps://eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/en/content/youth-
wiki/10-youth-work-estonia

Youth Work Act (2010) Riigi Teataja. Riigikogu. In force from 01.01.2018. Online at: https://w-
ww.riigiteataja.ee/en/eli/520122013004/consolide/current

Youth Work Wales (n.d). Milestones in the Development of Youth Work . Online at: 
http://www.youthworkwales.org.uk/wp-content/up-
loads/2017/11/Milestones-in-the-Development-of-Youth-Work.pdf

Additional sources for North Macedonia: 
National Youth Strategy 2016-2025, online at:  http://strategijazamladi.mk/sites/default/-
files/National-Youth-Strategy-2016-2025.pdf

Law on Youth Participation and Youth Policies 2016-2020, online at: 
http://www.nms.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/dopol-
net_predlog_za_mladinsko_uchestvo_i_mladinski_politiki.pdf

Quality Standards for Youth Work, online at:  
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/quality_standards_for_youth_work

Portfolio for Youth Workers, online at: 
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/portfolio_for_youth_workers

Vocational standard for Worker with Youth, online at: 
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Стандард-на-занимање_
Работник-со-млади.pdf 

Vocational education programme for Worker with Youth, online at:   
http://smr.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Работник-со-млади-програма.pdf

South East European University, Study programme, Leadership and Community Youth Work, 
online at:    https://www.seeu.edu.mk/en/program/7/SEEU-Study-Programme-7.pdf



46

In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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9. Appendices 
Youth work training in Wales  
There is no single youth work role in Wales; for example, youth workers may be based in a 
youth club or centre; “detached” (e.g. street-based youth work) and/or very focused upon 
issues (e.g. youth unemployment, young people’s mental health, youth/criminal justice). 
There are three broad roles: 

• a professionally qualified youth worker, with a degree level (formerly diploma level)  
 qualification in youth work endorsed by the Joint Negotiating Committee ,25 a role  
 intended to be on a par with teachers and social workers; 
• youth support workers with a certificate in youth work; and 
• volunteer youth workers who, for example, work for the Scouts or a faith-based  
 organisation. 

Professionally qualified youth workers and youth support workers also need to prove their 
fitness to practise, and pay to be registered with the Education Workforce Council in order 
to be able to be employed as Youth Workers or Youth Support Workers in a local authority 
setting (EWC, 2017)

25 The JNC recognises youth and community workers’ qualifications which have been professionally approved by the Education 
Training Standards (ETS) Committee of the National Youth Agency (Source: NYA)
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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http://www.nms.org.mk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/dopol-
net_predlog_za_mladinsko_uchestvo_i_mladinski_politiki.pdf

Quality Standards for Youth Work, online at:  
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/quality_standards_for_youth_work

Portfolio for Youth Workers, online at: 
https://issuu.com/smr.sojuz/docs/portfolio_for_youth_workers

Vocational standard for Worker with Youth, online at: 
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Youth work roles in Wales 

Professionally qualified youth 
worker

Youth Support Worker Volunteer youth worker 

Is completing the training a 
requirement to work as a youth 
worker?

Yes Yes Depends on the role and 
organisation 

Level of qualification - Honours Degree (Level 6) or
- Post Graduate Diploma (Level 7) 
leading to a Master’s degree

- QCF Level 3 Certificate in Youth 
Work Practice or
- QCF Level 2 Certificate in Youth 
Work Practice 

Aims and objectives of the 
training / qualification 

Content of the training / 
qualification

To “enable a worker to explore 
the theory behind youth work, 
the ethos, principles and 
practice”; ensures that youth 
workers can “meet the needs of 
young people and employers in 
the youth work field” (NYA26)
To equip people for professional 
practice e.g. in a youth centre or 
as a detached youth worker; to 
equip them with the skills and 
competences needed to be 
non- formal educators  (Source: 
interviews)

Youth and adolescence; the 
current policy context and young 
people’s lives; social and 
emotional skills, like listening and 
building relationships. 
See e.g. https://www.south-
wales.ac.uk/courses/-
ba-hons-youth-and-commu-
nity-work/
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In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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Balance of academic and vocational 
learning 

Training includes a mix of 
traditional academic instruction 
(e.g. lectures and seminars) and 
also practice placements which 
provide hands-on experience of 
working with young people, and 
which account for a third of the 
degree (600 hours). There can be 
difficulties finding suitable 
placements

Training includes a mix of 
traditional academic instruction 
(e.g. lectures and seminars) and 
also practice placements which 
provide hands-on experience of 
working with young people, and 
which account for a third of the 
degree (600 hours). There can be 
difficulties finding suitable 
placements

Content of the training / 
qualification

Is the course externally accredited 
or endorsed?

Yes, it is professionally endorsed 
by the Joint Negotiating 
Committee (JNC) for youth and 
community workers and ETS 
Wales. It is academically 
accredited by an academic 
validation panel

Qualifications: duration BA(Hons) takes 3 years full time 
or 5/6 years part-time; 
PG Dip takes 1 year full-time or 2 
years part-time
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Providers

Undergraduate BA(Hons) takes 3 
years full-time or 5/6 years 
part-time; 
PG Dip takes 1 year full-time or 2 
years part-time

Universities: 
Glyndwr University, Wrexham:  
BA(Hons); PgDip (leading to 
Master’s)
University of South Wales, 
Newport: BA(Hons); Master’s 
(incorporating PgDip)
Cardiff Metropolitan University, 
Cardiff: BA(Hons); PgDip (leading 
to Master’s)
University of Wales Trinity Saint 
David, Carmarthen: BA(Hons); 
PgDip (leading to Master’s),
and English Universities 

Local authorities: 
In Wales, the Agored Cymru Level 
2 and 3 qualifications are used by 
many local authorities
They are delivered locally by 
Addysg Oedolion Cymru/Adult 
Learning Wales.
Some local authorities work with 
other awarding bodies

Duration

Cost University tuition fees: £9,000 a 
year for undergraduate tuition.

Who is involved in developing or 
updating training programmes? 
(i.e. how cross sectoral is it? ) 

Providers develop courses which are accredited and validated by the JNC 
and ETS Wales 

How does youth work training 
relate (compare/differ) to other 
related professions that work with 
young people

The youth work course has links to;
• specialist courses for youth workers in the Youth Justice system  
 (e.g. BA (Hons) Youth and Community Work (Youth Justice));
• training for social workers (e.g. BSc (Hons) Social Work);
• training for those working with children and/or families (e.g. BA  
 (Hons) Working with Children and Families and BA (Hons) Early  
 Years Education and Practice (with Early Years Practitioner   
 status)

Sources: ETS Wales; interviews 
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Youth training Ireland

Professionally qualified youth 
worker

QQI Level 5 Youth Studies and 
Community Development 

Duration 

Providers 

3 years 1 year 

Qualification: Bachelor of Social Science 
Degree Award Type and NFQ Level: 
Undergraduate Degree (8)

Maynooth University
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/-
study-maynooth/find-course/-
community-and-youth-work

Dundalk Institute of Technology
https://www.dkit.ie/courses/school-of-busi-
ness-and-human-
ities/humanities/ba-in-community-youth-work.
html?courseType=20

TU Blanchardstown, TU Carlow

https://tudublin.ie/study/undergradu-
ate/courses/communi-
ty-and-youth-development-tu792/

University of Cork 
https://www.ucc.ie/en/ace-dycw/

Liberties College Dublin
https://careersportal.ie/colleges/col-
lege.php?college_id=109&client_id=136
Colaiste Dhulaigh
https://careersportal.ie/cours-
es/plc_course.php?course_id=22696

Sallynoggin College of Further Education
http://www.scfe.ie/youth-work-communi-
ty-studies/



54

National Occupational Standards for youth work (UK)
http://www.nya.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/06/National-Occupation-Standards-for-Youth-Work.pdf

SUMMARY FUNCTIONAL MAP FOR YOUTH WORK

A: Work with
young people
and others

B: Facilitate the
personal
social and
educational
development
of foung
people

C: Promote
inclusion, equity
and young
people’s interests
and wellbeing

D: Develop youth
work strategy and
practice

E: Develop, lead
and manage
self and others

E1 Manage yourself

E2 Lead and manage others

E3 Develop colleagues

E4 Maintain health and safety
      in the workplace

D1 Establish and
prioritise requiremnts
for youth work

D2 Plan and implement
youth wok strategy

D3 Monitor and evaluate
the effectiveness of
youth work strategy
and plans
 

C1 Engage in critical dialogue and work with young people in 
promoting their rights

C2 Safeguard the health and welfare of young people

C3 Promote inclusion, equity and the valuing of diversity

C4 Fullfil requalatorv and organisational requirements

A1 Build relationship anad engage 
with young people

A2 Engage with the local community

A3 Build working relationships and
networks

B1 Facilitate learning and
development of young
people throught youth work

B2 Plan and implement
learning activitles in youth
work

B3 Promote young
people’s self awareness,
confidence and participation

B4 Promote access to
information and support

VALUES OF
YOUTH

WOK



In 2017, the Union for Youth Work, the Agency for Youth and Sport, the Coalition of Youth 
Organisations (SEGA) and the Youth Cultural Centre - Bitola submitted an initiative for 
establishing a vocational standard for youth workers to the Centre for Vocational Education 
and Training. The vocational standard was officially adopted in 2018, which represented the 
first official recognition of one of the profiles of youth workers. Based on the vocational 
standard, the Union for Youth Work submitted the first non-formal education programme for 
workers with youth, to the Centre for Education of Adults. The non-formal education 
programme was verified in 2019.

In 2018, the Union for Youth Work, in partnership with the Agency for Youth and Sport and the 
National Youth Council of Macedonia, prepared and published two key documents: Quality 
Standards for Youth Work and the National Portfolio for Youth Workers. These 
documents were created through a broad consultative process involving youth workers, 
youth work providers, young people and policy makers in the field of youth, with support 
from the Erasmus+ Programme.

In 2020, the Macedonian Parliament adopted the Law for Youth Participation and Youth 
Policy. This law for the first time defined youth work and youth workers in national law. The 
law also defined youth centres as one of the youth services and established a responsibility 
for all local municipalities to create conditions for establishing at least one youth centre in the 
next five years. The law also named youth workers as responsible for working with young 
people in the youth centres. 

Conclusions 
The history of youth work training in North Macedonia has therefore been mainly marked by 
non-formal short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth workers, which 
have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth workers; examples 
include the Youth Academy implemented by the Centre for Intercultural Dialogue (CID) and 
the long-term training programmes implemented by the youth organisation KRIK. This type of 
training was mostly financed from organisations’ own resources and/or small donations, and 
they were delivered by staff from the hosting organisations. This training was usually focused 
on a specific type of youth work or different fields which involved youth work; for example, 
the CID Youth Academy was aimed at supporting youth leaders, while the training 
programmes of KRIK were focused on work with young people with disabilities. 

Wales

The 1960s-1970s is seen as a golden age for youth work in England and Wales, with strong 
political support and investment in youth centres and youth services, following the 
Albemarle report (1960) which addressed concerns about the “the youth problem”. The report 
and this period is “associated with the expansion and professionalization of youth work” 
(Smith and Doyle, 2002). The report’s recommendations for training for paid and voluntary 
youth workers led to the establishment of the National College for the Training of Youth 
Leaders and the National Youth Agency (NYA), initially an information centre for youth 
services at the National College for the Training of Youth Leaders, which became the
National Youth Bureau in 1970. The status of youth workers as a distinct profession and youth 
work training remains weak though; for example, in the 1970s a qualified teacher could apply 
for an official registration number from government to enable them to practise as a youth 
worker.

Within Wales, youth worker training sprang up in the 1970s when needed, and was often 
driven by individuals, rather than as a result of a national strategy or policy; for example it 
developed in:

• North Wales (Cartrefle, Wrexham); this was the first “initial youth worker training  
 course”, providing qualification as JNC (or nationally qualified) youth workers   
 through first a Dip HE (usually in community education) and later a university degree;
• The South Wales valleys: the Youth Workers in the Valleys apprenticeship   
 programme was established by the National Youth Bureau in England in the 1980s
 to strengthen grass-roots youth work by training local people who were likely to  
 remain in their localities.  The youth work apprenticeship scheme ran in many parts  
 of England but only in the South Wales valleys in Wales.
• South East Wales: Basic (“Bessey”) youth work training courses were established in  
 Cardiff in the 1970s, then a university level programme in Newport; and
• West Wales: Trinity St David’s Welsh-medium youth work courses.

In the 1980s-1990s the confidence and influence of the youth work sector continued to grow 
as government influence and interest waned, until the early 1990s when the UK government 
again sought to reassert control over practice and priorities. In particular, the government 
sought to strengthen youth work’s focus upon key priorities; “training, crime, health” and also 
links to “other youth policy structures (schooling, the careers service, policing)” through a 
“curriculum statement” for youth work. A series of three Ministerial Conferences on the Youth 
Service were held in 1989, 1990 and 1992. At the first of these  conferences, the 
Minister asked for a “concentrated fusillade” and a clear curriculum statement for youth work.  
This was produced by 1990 for the second Conference (when Wales felt the agenda was far to 
urban and Anglocentric); then in 1992 (by which time the Wales Youth Agency had been 
established), the Minister said that if youth work could not tell him how it contributed to 
positive outcomes in relation to crime, health and careers, then the future of the youth 
service could be called into question. 

The decline of traditional centre-based youth work during this period was partially offset by a 
rise in detached youth work and more targeted issue-based youth work for young people 
deemed at risk. There was an increasing focus upon issue-based and one-to-one work, and 
also an increase in faith-based youth work, funded by churches, rather than the state (Smith, 
2013).

The youth work sector in Wales began to assert its own identify, separate to that of England. 
The Wales Youth Agency (WYA) was established and new education and training for youth 
workers was developed in Wales including: 

• the Scheme for the Validation of Initial Part-time Youth Work Training 19; 

• the establishment by the Welsh Youth Agency, of the “coherent route” for youth  
 worker training, to enable progression from lower levels to the JNC endorsed degree  
 level courses; 

• the establishment by the Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services (CWVYS) of  
 their own part time training for voluntary sector youth workers, given concerns that  
 the WYA’s training was too focused upon the needs of local authority youth workers;  
 and 
• the Education and Training Standards (ETS) Committee was formed in Wales to  
 endorse initial training for youth and community work in Wales (Smith, 2013; Rose,  
 1997).

In the period 2000-2005 there was a short-lived renaissance for youth work in Wales as 
political commitment and investment in the youth service increased following devolution and 
the establishment of the National Assembly for Wales.  A distinctive Welsh
 “opportunity-focused” youth policy, Extending Entitlement (see boxed text), was formulated 
in 2000, to support young people aged 11-25.  This included additional funding (£3m) for the 
Wales Youth Agency, one third of which was for youth work training (Williamson, 2010).  The 
United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was adopted as the basis for all 
policy towards children in Wales and the Learning and Skills Act (2000) required local authori-
ties to “provide, secure or participate” in the provision of “youth support services” (Jeffs, et al, 
2019). However, the specific status of  “youth worker” and “youth work” became somewhat 
diluted by the promotion of “youth support services” which would work with young people 
aged 11-25.

Extending Entitlement
Extending Entitlement was the Welsh Government’s flagship policy for youth support services 
in Wales. It included all services, support and opportunities for young people between 11 and 
25, wherever they happened, whoever was delivering them and wherever their funding
originated from. It aimed to provide a “universal entitlement” for young people to:

• education, training and work experience – tailored to their needs;
• basic skills which open doors to a full life and promote social inclusion; 
• a wide and varied range of opportunities to participate in volunteering and  
 active citizenship;
• high quality, responsive, and accessible services and facilities; 
• independent, specialist careers advice and guidance and student support and coun 
 selling services; 
• personal support and advice, where and when needed and in appropriate formats,  
 with clear ground rules on confidentiality; 
• advice on health, housing benefits and other issues provided in accessible and  
 welcoming settings; 
• recreational and social opportunities in a safe and accessible environment; sporting,  
 artistic, musical and outdoor experiences to develop talents, broaden horizons and  
 promote rounded perspectives including both national and international contexts; 
• the right to be consulted, to participate in decision-making, and to be heard on all  
 matters which concern them or have an impact on their lives.
 
 in an environment where there is : 

• a positive focus on achievement overall and what young people have to contribute; 
• a focus on building young people’s capacity to become independent, make choices,  
 and participate in the democratic process; and 
• celebration of young people’s successes.

 Adapted from WAG, 2002

During the period 2005-2017, the influence of the youth work sector declined as the Welsh 
Government sought to exert control through its bespoke Youth Policy Unit. Funding for the 
Wales Youth Agency was stopped and its roles and responsibility were taken over by the 
Welsh Government’s Youth Work Strategy Unit, and the Care Council for Wales was tasked 
with taking forward the development of a Children and Young People Workforce 

Development Network for Wales.20  The financial crisis (from 2008) and subsequent period of 
austerity led to further cuts in youth work funding, and a focus upon more targeted youth 
work (e.g. supporting young people who are NEET). There was a lack of strategic leadership, 
and youth policy and services became oriented toward a Youth Engagement and Progression 
Framework (YEPF) focused upon supporting young people who are, or are seen as at risk of 
becoming NEET, rather than cementing a National Youth Work Strategy (Jeffs, et al, 2019). 
There were also cuts in funding for training youth workers.

In the period 2017-2020, a series of critical reports on the state of the youth work sector and 
youth work practice in Wales, coupled with changes in the civil servants and politicians 
involved in shaping policy, led to a new alliance between the youth work sector and 
government in Wales. In 2018, Extending Entitlement was reviewed (WG, 2018);  the Welsh 
Government established an Interim Youth Work Board, and increased funding for youth work 
and youth services from £5m to £10m. Much of the increase was to be used to help prevent 
youth homelessness (£3.7m) and to support young people’s mental health (£2.5m)  (WG, 
2019a).21 A Workforce Development Strategy Participation Group, including representatives 
from the government, youth work sector and training providers, was established to take 
forward the new Youth Work Strategy’s commitment to supporting voluntary and paid 
professional youth work staff to improve their practice. This includes work to:

• map and better understand the youth work workforce in Wales;
• develop the professional learning offer for youth workers; 
• improve the recruitment and retention of youth workers; and
• explore the extension of professional regulation of youth workers by the Education  
 Workforce Council. 

Some in the sector hope a new golden age is dawning.

CONCLUSIONS
The relationship between national and local government, the youth work sector and 
education and training providers is not cast in stone and indeed ebbs and flows as the 
influence of one is strengthened or weakened; for example:

• in Estonia, following independence, the communist/pre-independence era youth  
 work sector was transformed through a radically new policy direction and investment  
 from government and the European Union, the work of education and training  
 providers,
 such as Tallinn Pedagogical School and Narva College at the University of Tartu, to  
 develop new courses, and new bodies, such as the Estonian Youth Work Centre; 
• in Ireland, with the notable exception of Dublin, there was little state involvement and  
 the sector was dominated by the non-governmental sector and in particular, 
 churches, until the 1990s. Thereafter, state involvement, funding and regulation grad 
 ually increased, and in the late  2000s and 2010s, despite severe economic challenges  
 and cuts to funding, youth policy flourished, and a strong focus upon improving the  
 quality and accountability of youth work developed;
• in North Macedonia, the effective withdrawal of the state involvement in the youth  
 sector following independence created space that the non-governmental sector  
 colonised, with the support of external funding.  Now, after years of relative neglect  
 and privatisation of the sector, state involvement and interest in the sector is increas 
 ing again; and
• in Wales, there was a golden age of youth work in the 1960s and 1970s. The youth  
 work sector’s strength grew and education and training provision was established and  
 then flourished. This was followed by lengthy periods when the sector’s influence and  
 strength has waned, and funding for training was cut, punctuated by shorter periods  
 when the political space and funding for the sector opened up and increased, and  
 youth worker training was expanded. 

This fluidity in relationships and the ebb and flow of influence reflects changes in:

• the cultural-discursive context, and changes in the ways in which youth work is under 
 stood and described. This is marked most obviously in Estonia and North Macedonia  
 by the shifts from models such as “hobby education” under forms of state socialism,  
 toward models of youth work as seen across the European Union. Less dramatically,  
 in Ireland and Wales in the 1960s and 1970s, increasing state involvement in planning, 
 ed to the professionalization of the sector. In the 1980s and 1990s, the  focus of youth  
 work shifted from universal, often centre-based provision, to increasingly targeted  
 work with young people seen as at risk, along with models such as “detached” and“ 
 sue”-based youth work, including work in non-traditional settings such as schools and  
 the youth justice system. More broadly, there have been shifts away from a focus  
 upon “youth work” and “youth services” to a wider set of “services for young people"  
 (Smith, 2013);
• the social-political context, most notably through the shifts from forms of state social 
 ism in Estonia and North Macedonia, and less dramatically, changing political priori 
 ties, interest in, and support for, youth work in Ireland and Wales; for example, in  
 Wales, following devolution in the late 1990s and early 2000s, flagship programmes  
 like Extending Entitlement were launched, and in Ireland in 2008, the creation of the  
 Office of the Minister for Children and Youth Affairs, following a change in govern 
 ment, marked a significant change in the position, power and status of youth work vis  
 à vis other sectors. The position and power (or influence) of the sector has also  
 depended upon the changing relationship between government, the youth work   
 sector and its representative bodies. This is illustrated by the growing influence of the   
 youth work sector in Macedonia in the last decade, and conversely, by the declining  
 influence of the youth work sector in Wales, until changes in government and the civil   
 service contributed to a restoration of the sector’s influence in Wales at the end of the  
 decade;and 
• the material-economic context, most notably reflected through the strength of the  
 economy and corresponding funding for youth work and youth worker training. This  
 is illustrated most starkly by the cuts in funding in Wales and Ireland following the  
 2008 economic crisis but also, for example, by the opportunities created by European  
 Union funding in Estonia, and European and international funding in North Macedo 
 nia. It is also reflected by the expansion of centre-based provision in Estonia and the  
 cuts in centre-based provision in Wales, which have changed the physical places and  
 spaces where youth work happens, and therefore youth work practice and the skills  
 and competences youth workers need.

As we outline in the next section, this changing context has meant that youth worker training 
has had to change and adapt to keep up with the demands of government and the market (i.e. 
what employers and prospective youth workers want from training). Education and training 
providers have often been overshadowed by the youth work sector and government, and 
have had to balance the demands of each with the demands of their own institutions. 
Provision has tended to expand or contract as funding has expanded or contracted. Yet 
despite these constraints, at times education and training providers have sometimes skilfully 
played the youth work sector and government off against the other, to achieve a degree of 
autonomy.  

The relationship between government, the youth work sector and education and training 
providers should be a creative tension. If the development of education and training is overly 
dominated by one sector, it risks becoming ineffective; for example, if dominated by:

• national and central government, it risks creating training that is too narrowly focused  
 upon contemporary political and policy priorities such as, for example, forms of  
 targeted youth work that do not reflect the breadth and diversity of youth work prac 
 tice and limit youth work’s potential contribution to young people’s lives;
• the youth work sector, it risks creating education and training that is too purist,  
 focused upon youth work’s cherished values which, if it fails to engage with policy  
 priorities, jeopardises political support and funding for the sector, and also that very  
 education and training which may mean youth workers are ill equipped for the job  
 opportunities in areas such as targeted youth work or in non-traditional settings like  
 youth justice, schools and hospitals; or
• education and training providers, it risks creating education and training that focuses  
 too preciously on cherished values and principles, that can leave youth workers inade 
 quately equipped to work in a diversity of settings, where they need to exercise  
 considerable discretion as to how to apply youth work’s principles and values within  
 the specificities of those settings. 

6. Evaluating youth work education and training in 
Estonia,  Ireland, North Macedonia  and Wales 
Introduction
This section reflects upon the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform in 
Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales. It also considers the extent to which education 
and training provision matches the demand for trained youth workers in each country. 

Estonia  
The Estonian Youth Work Centre’s study (2018) examined the role of youth worker and youth 
workers’ understanding of their own tasks and the effects of their activity on young people. It 
identified that, in 2017, in relation to the occupational standard:

• almost nine in ten youth work leaders and eight out of ten youth workers were aware  
 of the youth worker occupational standard.
• however, less than one in five youth workers and around a quarter of youth work  
 leaders have assessed and recognised the youth worker’s occupational competence,  
 based on the occupational standard:

and in relation to education and training: 

• almost one in six youth workers and youth work managers had no special preparation  
 (education) or assessment in accordance with occupational standards in the youth  
 field; and
• just over half of youth workers take part in some training course at least three times  
 a year (Käger et al., 2018).

Based on the youth workers’ own perceptions, Nugin and Taru (2016) concluded that 
preparing youth workers and youth work organisers has created a common identity, which 
met the documented youth work regulations. They suggested continuing to offer youth work 
education and organising the additional training for youth workers with the same aims and 
activities as before (Nugin and Taru, 2016, p. 23). An ESF funded programme under the Youth 
Work Strategy, Improving the Quality of Youth Work, aimed to further improve quality (Dunne 
et al., 2014). Despite the strengths, an interviewee for this study reported that societal 
expectations for graduate youth workers were perhaps too high, as there was an expectation 
that they could do everything, and that this has made it difficult to develop the youth work 
curriculum further.

Ireland

As outlined in section 4, youth work education and training is well developed in Ireland. Youth 
worker training in Ireland is both professionally endorsed by NSETS and academically 
validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. This is complemented by 
initiatives such as the Quality Standards in Youth Work Framework, supported by the 
Resource Development Task Group tasked with assisting the youth work sector to engage 
with and attain the standards. As a consequence, it is reported that standards and 
accountability have increased and there is a greater emphasis upon evidence-informed work 
(Dunne et al., 2014; West et al., 2014). When asked, for this study, how their youth work 
training had helped develop their competence, a  small group of Irish youth workers currently  
working in the sector identified that their education and training had helped them:

• reflect upon and develop their practice; for example they described how “self-reflec 
 tion/reflective practice helped [me] look at my reaction to situations and examine  
 them at a deeper level”; and how “training gave me the theory that I am able to apply  
 to my practice and help understand my practice and why I do what I do” and “the  
 formal training enables you to recognise where your strengths and weaknesses are  

 and what approach works best for you as a youth worker.”
• enhance their confidence, skills and knowledge; for example, they described how it  
 gave them a “wider societal concept of the issues affecting young people and a deeper  
 knowledge”; it had “developed [their] language framework and confidence to advo 
 cate and support young people” and built their ““confidence …through linking theory  
 to practice”; and
• increased their status, helping ensure that as youth workers they were “given the  
 professional credit and recognition it [the youth work profession] deserves.”

Despite these strengths, weakness have also been identified in youth work in Ireland in 
reaching some groups of young people, such as young people in rural areas and young 
people from minority groups (Dunne et al., 2014).  

North Macedonia 

As outlined in section 5, the history of youth work training in North Macedonia has been 
dominated by non-formal, short-term and long-term educational programmes for youth 
workers, which have not been recognised by any institution as official training for youth 
workers. Despite this, the number of initiatives, culminating in the new non-formal education 
programme for “workers with youth” (discussed in section 4), means that understanding of 
youth work in North Macedonia has increased rapidly, both in the civil sector, and among the 
state and public institutions. 

However, North Macedonia lacks a system for both monitoring and evaluating youth work 
practices and assuring the effectiveness of youth work education and training in equipping 
youth workers with the skills and competences needed for the different roles they perform. 
Initiatives for setting up a system are being discussed as part of the processes for recognition 
of youth work but, so far, no one monitors and evaluates the educational programmes or 
youth work practice, except youth work organisations themselves, according to the specific 
criteria and indicators set by the funders of the programmes or projects they deliver. 

Wales 

As outlined in section 6, training in Wales (as in Ireland) is both professionally endorsed by ETS 
Wales and academically validated and accredited, providing some confidence in its quality. 
Youth work training is considered effective for youth workers in traditional roles (e.g. 
centre-based youth work), but is less effective for youth workers taking on new roles in 
different settings, like youth justice. The 2018 Estyn report Youth Support Services in Wales – 
valuing youth work, is positive about the impact of the requirement for degree level training 
and the registration of youth workers with the Education Workforce Council.  Estyn states that 
this:

 …has led to a noticeable improvement in the quality of the management and delivery  
 of youth work since the last young people’s partnership inspections in 2012.  The  
 youth workers observed and interviewed for this report demonstrate a high quality of  
 work with young people and are dedicated, pragmatic, and practical.  They are self-re 
 flective about their performance and fully aware of the societal influences and the  
 policy and financial constraints to delivery (Estyn, 2018, p. 26). 

However, Estyn also highlights concerns with current training for youth workers.  The report 
lists a range of knowledge and skills that modern day youth workers need to enable them to 
deal with young people’s personal issues and national concerns, such as:  

 ...identifying human trafficking and addressing radicalisation through the Prevent  
 agenda22  as well as supporting young people through other important issues such as  
 health and lifestyle choices, accessing education and employment, and securing  
 housing.  Youth workers operate in environments that range from the controlled insti 
 tution of a school, to the rough living on city streets, to isolated rural areas.  The role  
 of the youth worker, besides providing open-access facilities, now includes teaching  
 citizenship, personal and social education and literacy and numeracy in schools, and  

 working at street level with young people who have severe mental health issues, are  
 homeless or are sex workers (Estyn, 2018, p. 18). 

Estyn concluded therefore that “the training does not fully equip youth workers to meet the 
challenges of supporting young people with complex needs in twenty first century society and 
prepare them for the wide variety of settings where youth work takes place” (Estyn, 2018).

In addition, interviews suggested that youth workers’ ethos and confidence in empowering 
young people, and their appearance and demeanour does not easily fit into more 
hierarchical, regulated and controlled settings. Therefore, there is a need to re-think training, 
to ensure it equips youth workers with the skills to work in different settings, if youth work is 
to exert the influence it should.

Moreover, interviews suggest that the training lacks a strong enough theoretical focus on the 
sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence and it often fails to equip the youth 
workers with an adequate knowledge and understanding of national and European political 
and policy environment.

The experience of Wales suggests that youth worker training needs to have three core 
elements:

 a theoretical focus on the sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, to  
 help ensure that youth workers are “experts” on youth (but which is often not   
 adequately covered by youth worker courses); 
 an understanding of the national and European political and policy environment in  
 which young people are growing up (which again is often not adequately covered by  
 youth worker courses; for example, most youth work students in Wales have no idea  
 how many countries are in the EU, have never heard of the Council of Europe, and  
 have no idea who the first Minister of the Welsh Government is, or the Police and  
 Crime Commissioners, or have not even heard of Extending Entitlement).
 knowledge and skills, and their application, in practical work with young people; 
 building relationships, developing projects, conducting residentials, and much, much  
 more, including the infrastructure to conduct such work, including composing funding  
 bids, accounting for expenditure and producing evaluation reports. The knowledge  
 and skills of qualified youth workers are normally pretty good, within limits, but 
 sometimes not.

Matching demand and supply
 
In the past, the number of youth workers trained in Wales was around double the number of 
youth workers recruited each year. This may be considered inefficient, but is also likely to 
have meant that youth workers took their skills to other fields like housing and youth justice. 
Currently the number of training places has been reduced in England and Wales (where 
qualifications are transferable) but recruitment has largely stood up in Wales. This is 
attributed in part to regulation of the sector by the EWC, and requirement for full time youth 
workers employed by local authorities and those working in schools and formal education 
settings to have recognised qualifications and be registered with the EWC (Jeffs, et al, 2019).

CONCLUSIONS
As outlined in section 2, evaluating the effectiveness of youth work education and training is 
challenging. Education and training is only one of multiple factors which will affect youth work 
practice (assuming one wanted to judge the efficacy of education and training in terms of 
effects upon youth work practice). Nevertheless, there is encouraging evidence from Ireland 
and Wales in particular, that professionalizatio  of youth work, through reform and regulation 
of education and training can improve youth work practice. Equally, the experience of Wales 
highlights the needs to continually refresh education and training to ensure it keeps pace with 
changes in youth work practice and the social-political; material-economic and 
cultural-discursive contexts it works in. The experience of Estonia highlights the challenges of 
professionalizing (and training and/or accrediting the existing skills of) the whole workforce 
when new standards are introduced, a challenge North Macedonia is also likely to face. These 
challenges suggests that quality assurance of youth work education and training provision, 
while valuable, is not in itself sufficient to ensure quality and effectiveness and should be 
complemented by evaluation and quality assurance of youth work practice.

7. CONCLUSIONS 

Educational approaches, programmes, curricula, 
resources and practices in Estonia, Ireland, North 
Macedonia and Wales

Education and training for youth workers is different in each country. North Macedonia has 
only recently started to develop a national education and training framework. In contrast, 
there are national occupational standards for youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, 
and Ireland and Wales are notable for having independent professional endorsement of their 
youth work education and training. 

Despite the differences in frameworks, the content and delivery of education and training for 
youth workers in Estonia, Ireland and Wales, and that planned for North Macedonia, has 
important commonalities, with their focus upon learning about, for and through youth work.  
This reflects the focus upon university-based education for youth workers, coupled with the 
experiential learning offered by youth work practice placements, and the common threads 
that unite youth work across Europe. The examples from Estonia, Ireland and Wales also 
illustrate how youth workers now operate at different levels (for example, strategic, develop-
ment, management, and delivery) and also in different settings, such as in youth clubs/cen-
tres, schools and online, and therefore require differing levels and different types of compe-
tences and knowledge. 

The changing nature of society and of youth work, coupled with moves away from the 
centre-based, traditional model of youth work towards more targeted and often issue-based 
work in settings such as schools and employment support services, has demanded new 
knowledge and competences. In taking on these new roles, youth workers have had to reflect 
upon their practice, and the competences required by these new roles have led to changes in 
youth work training curricula and practice placements. This also means that continuing 
education, training and learning is becoming increasingly important to enable youth workers 
to specialise and to adapt to new demands and new expectations that can emerge after they 
have completed their training.   

The key factors for youth work and developing youth work education and training 

The examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales illustrate how youth work 
education and training should both inform (to enhance practice through, for example, 
professionalization) and be informed by youth work practice (to ensure its relevance to and 
utility for practice). Therefore, youth worker education and training needs to balance a 
number of elements such as: 

• learning about youth work, in order to understand its origins, objectives, values and  
 ethos reflected in, for example, the CoE’s (2016) Youth Work Portfolio’s specific youth  
 work competences, such as relating to “young people as equals” and building “posi 
 tive, non-judgmental relationships with young people”;
• learning for youth work, to establish foundations such as a theoretical focus on the  
 sociology of youth and the psychology of adolescence, in order to ensure that youth  
 workers are experts on youth and have a solid understanding of the national and  
 European social-political; material-economic and cultural-discursive contexts in which  
 they and young people operate; competences reflected in, for example, the CoE’s  
 (2016) Youth Work Portfolio, such as those linked to supporting and empowering  
 “young people in making sense of the society they live in”; and 
• learning through youth work, developing the knowledge and skills, and their appli 
 cation, in practical work with young people, building relationships, developing  
 projects, conducting residentials, and much, much more, exemplified by models like  
 the European Training Strategy competence model (SALTO, n.d) and the CoE’s (2016)  
 Youth Work Portfolio.

Each element is important, but too much focus upon any one risks undermining youth work 
education and training. As noted above, there is also a need to match levels and types of 
learning to the differing levels and roles youth workers play as, for example, senior youth 
workers, youth workers or youth support workers, in different types of settings, with different 
groups of young people, and with different policy goals in mind. 

As the examples from each country illustrate, the development of effective youth work 
education and training requires collaboration between the state (and policy makers), the 
youth work sector and education and training providers. In each country, the development of 
occupational standards is helping drive and shape the education and training of youth 
workers, and in Ireland and Wales this has been further developed through professional 
endorsement. However, this also creates challenges, such as the risk of creating or 
entrenching divisions between paid youth workers who, increasingly, are required to have 
professionally endorsed accreditation, and volunteer youth workers, who are not required to 
do so.  This focus upon the quality assurance of youth worker education and training is 
complemented by the quality assurance and evaluation of practice, illustrated most strongly 
by Ireland. 

Continuing learning is an important part of youth work education and training. It can help 
ensure that youth workers develop the skills needed to work in changing contexts and where 
needed, to develop specialist skills and knowledge.  Because much continuing learning, 
beyond university based post-graduate degrees, is delivered by youth organisations
 themselves, as registered by Dunne et al. (2014, p.13), there is a need for greater state 
involvement, including “external recognition of youth workers skills and competences, based 
on quality criteria against which skills and competences can be recognised.”  

Looking more broadly, the examples from Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales 
illustrate how youth work practice and youth work education and training is, to a large extent, 
determined by the cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic context of each 
country; for example, the increasing status and recognition of youth work has driven, and 
been driven by, increasing professionalization of youth workers (including, but not limited to, 
youth work education and training frameworks). The increasing demand for and expectations 
of youth work and youth workers, from both policy makers and young people, has also 
contributed to changes to the legal and policy frameworks in each country and in youth work 
practice. These changes have in turn influenced the resources (most notably funding) which 
underpin and enable youth work practice and the education and training needed to equip 
people to do it.

Resources are critical to the development of youth work practice and education and training; 
for example, much of the initial development of youth work education and training in North 
Macedonia has been driven by the availability of external, including European, funding, while 
in Ireland and Wales, as funding increased in the early 2000s, practice and education and 
training also increased. Conversely, as funding was cut, as was the case after the 2008 
economic crisis, so was youth work practice and education and training. In contrast, the 
importance attached to youth Work in Estonia has helped shield the sector from cuts, and it 
has continued to thrive, while in Wales there has suddenly been a renewed political interest 
in youth work, a corresponding increase in resources for the youth work sector, and a 
resurgence of professional planning for its development.

The changes in the material-economic conditions that followed the 2008 economic crisis (and, 
indeed, are likely to follow the current Covid-19 crisis), such as the rise in youth 
unemployment, also increased demand for and expectations of youth work.  These did not, 
however, always move in the same direction. In Ireland, therefore, while resources were cut, 
new policy aspirations for youth work emerged, whilst in Wales, the sector retrenched and 
was increasingly redirected to more targeted work with young people who were not, or who 
were at risk of not being, in employment, education and training (NEET). Similarly, technologi-
cal and social changes, such as use of smart phones and the internet, and the impact of the 
Covid 19 pandemic, have driven increasing demands for digital or what has been called 
“smart” youth work (in an Estonian context) .  23

Youth work practice and youth worker education and training therefore needs to be 
responsive and agile, able to adapt and change as the cultural-discursive, socio-political and 
material-economic contexts change, if it is to not only survive, but flourish. The impact of 
Covid-19 may have been swifter and more sharply felt than other changes, but it is only one 
of innumerable changes in the world young people live in that youth workers have had to, and 
will have to, respond to, now and in the future.  As the context changes, the settings in which 
youth workers operate and the methods they use should change over time; however, youth 
workers’ principles and values should not; for example, in order to allow any phased return to 
wider youth work practice (and controlling infection risk in the future), youth work practice 
and training will have to strengthen its risk assessments and hygiene provisions in relation to 
social distancing, one way movement (entrances and exits), hand sanitisers, cleaning and so 
on .24 In many ways, these new ways of working represent an extension and development of 
existing safety and safeguarding frameworks, rather than representing a completely new way 
of operating, and crucially, they do not in any way change the principles and values of youth 
work.

In responding to changes in its context, the sector should not simply bend with the prevailing 
winds. There are examples, as in North Macedonia and Wales, where the youth work sector 
has been able to influence their cultural-discursive, socio-political and material-economic 
contexts, by influencing the status and recognition, legal and policy frameworks and funding 
for youth work. This reflects what should be a creative tension between the interests of policy 
makers, practitioners and young people.

The diverse experiences of Estonia, Ireland, North Macedonia and Wales also suggest that 
there no single route to, or blueprint for, developing youth work education and training. The 
initial impetus for developing youth work education and training can come from the youth 
work sector itself (as was the case in Wales), from government and policy makers (as was the 
case in Estonia) and/or from education and training providers (as was initially the case in 
Macedonia). However, the experience of the four countries suggests that to be successful 
over time, there is a need to engage and bring the other sectors into the process of develop-
ing youth work education and training (making it cross-sectoral). This has been vital to, for 
example, ensure relevance, recognition (including adequate funding) and effectiveness, which 
underpin the sustainability of provision. The experience of North Macedonia, where the impe-
tus initially came from  education and training providers, but in which policy makers and the 
youth work sector were not fully engaged, highlight the dangers, such as those youth workers 
who graduated, struggled to find jobs, and the courses which closed after two years. 
Conversely, the experience of Estonia highlights the potential where the youth work sector, 
education and training providers and government are all engaged in developing youth work 
education and training.
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TALLINN UNIVERSITY Study programme form

1. Title of the study programme

2. Title of the study programme 
    in English

3. Study level

NOORSOOTÖÖ

YOUTH WORK

Professional Higher Education studies

4. Study form(s) regular studies, block mode study

5. Educational institution TALLINN UNIVERSITY

6. Study programme volume             
    (ECTS credit)

180

7. Nominal duration of study 3 years

social services

8. Study domain

9. Study programme group

en: Lastehoid ja teenused noortele10. Study field

11567711. Study programme code in  
       EHIS

Tanja Dibou12. Study programme 
       administrator

Estonian13. Language(s) of instruction

English14. Other languages needed to      
       achieve learning outcomes

24.08.2012

Youth Work 146 ECTS

No minor specialty

15. First registration of the          
       study programme

16. Conditions of admission

17. Main field(s) of study and       
       their volume (ECTS credit)

18. Minor field(s) of study, ohter       
       possible specialisations and  
       their volume (ECTS credit)

19. Study programme objectives

Upper secondary school graduation certificate, a 
graduation certificate certifying the acquisition of 
vocational secondary education or an equivalent 
qualification. Entrance examination.

- to develop basic knowledge ensuring the skills to 
manage, direct, organise and analyse youth work;
- to support the acquisition of competences in the 
field of youth work;
- to establish readiness for lifelong learning and 
professional development and continuing studies at 
Master's level
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21. The title of diploma or   
       academic degree(s)

22. Documents issued at 
       graduation

20. Learning outcomes of the  
       study programme

- frames the basic concept, starting point and purposes 
of youth work and analyses the specialty’s common 
problems and their solving opportunities;
- a systematical overview of the International and 
governmental youth policies, the history of the youth 
movement and work, and interprets the law of youth 
work;
- analyses and applies the knowledge and abilities for 
the specialty’s development and the support of youth 
development;
- plans, leads, accomplishes and analyses the 
process-based actions and projects of youth work;
- uses interactive and modern environments, 
methods and ICT tools to collect and transmit 
information.

Rakenduskõrgharidusõppe diplom
Diploma of Professional Higher Education

Diploma and Diploma Supplement

23. Structure of the study   
       programme

Main field of study: Youth Work
   University-wide courses 18/0
   Language specialisation  0/6
   Placement of Youth Work 29/0
   Foundations of Youth Work 27/6
   Organisation of Youth Work  27/3
   Research 12/0
   Environments and Methods of Youth Work 27/3
   Final Exam 6/0
   Electives 0/16

24. Options to complete the     
       study programme

Choices in the different modules of the curriculum:
- Foundations of Youth Work: choices to the value of 6 
ECTS;
- Youth Work Environments and Methods: choices to 
the value of  3 ECTS;
- Youth Work Organisation: choices to the value of 3 
ECTS;
- Electives must be completed to achieve 16 ECTS. The 
choice must contribute to the achievement of subject 
outcomes.

25. Graduation terms

26. Joint curriculum

27. Additional information

In order to graduate, the student shall complete the 
study programme to the given values, which includes 
passing all compulsory courses and compiling and 
defending the final portfolio. Students who have not 
graduated from upper secondary schools where 
Estonian is the language of instruction, or who have 
graduated from schools where Estonian is only partly 
the language of instruction, are required to have 
Estonian language proficiency at C1 level.

no

Lõpetajale omistatakse noorsootöötaja, tase 6 kutse.
Enne 2019/2020. õppeaastat rakenduskõrgharidusõp-
pesse vastuvõetud üliõpilasele antakse õppekava täies 
mahus täitmisel rakenduskõrghariduse diplom.Alates 
2019/2020. õppeaastast rakenduskõrgharidusõppesse 
vastuvõetud üliõpilasele antakse õppekava täies mahus 
täitmisel bakalaureusekraad.

Õppekava kuraator Tanja Dibou
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STUDY PROGRAMME MODULES, THEIR OBJECTIVES AND 
LEARNING OUTCOMES

Title: University-wide courses

Courses

Objectives

Volume: 
18 ECTS

Volume 
(ECTS)

Volume: 
30 ECTS

Volume: 
30 ECTS

6

6

6

4

To create opportunities for students to become familiar with the basis of 
psychology and for the development of an interdisciplinary approach in the 
context of social sciences, and preparedness to study in higher education.

The Student:
- is familiar with the basics of general and social psychology;
- has team-work experience in problem-based and interdisciplinary learning;
- is familiar with the principles and organisational basis of learning in higher 
education, and is able to define themselves as a student.

Learning 
outcomes

Course code

KAI6011.HR

KAI6011.HR

PSP6066.LT

Course title

Studying at University

Intercultural Dialogue and Youth Work in a Multicultural Environment

General and Social Psychology

YID6001.YM LIFE - Learning in Interdisciplinary Focused Environment

Compulsory courses 18 ECTS

Compulsory courses 27 ECTS

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of 
the subjects via examinations and assessments).

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of 
the subjects via examinations and assessments).

Title: Environments and Methods of Youth Work

Objectives

Courses

Course code Course title

Learning 
outcomes

Selection principles: Principles of choice: The University-wide Subjects module is the 
introductory module of the curriculum. All subjects, worth a total of 18 ECTS, must be 
completed in order to complete the module.

Selection principles: Principles of choice: The University-wide Subjects module 
is the introductory module of the curriculum. All subjects, worth a total of 18 
ECTS, must be completed in order to complete the module.

The Student:
- is familiar with different methods and forms of work, and is able to select and 
implement them according to needs;
- understands the principles of creating and managing various environments;
- is able to create an environment that is safe for different target groups and 
conducive to learning, and implements diverse methods.



58

Volume: 
33 ECTS

Volume: 
(ECTS)

3

6

Compulsory courses 27 ECTS

Electives min. 6 ECTS

TPN5578.HR Work in Camp

TPN5631.HR Non-formal learning environments and methods

6TPN5633.HR Youth Entrepreneurship and Careers

4TPN5651.HR School-based Youth Work

4TPN5654.HR Health Education in Youth Work

6

6

RAS6050.YK Youth and Youth Groups

TPN5628.HR Foundations of Youth Work

6TPN5649.HR Vulnerable Target Groups in Youth Work

6TPN5652.HR The Basics of Social Pedagogy and Counselling

3TPN5653.HR Youth Worker's Identity and Self-management

6KAI6007.HR Bases of Educational Sciences

6KAI6013.HR Learning and Development

3KAI6012.HR Educational Technology in the Learning Process

3KAN6107.HR Forum Theatre as a Method of Non-formal Learning 

Title: Foundations of Youth Work

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end 
of the subjects via examinations and assessments).

Objectives

Learning 
outcomes

Courses

Course code Course title

3TPN5636.HR Community-based Work and Mobile Youth Work

Electives min. 3 ECTS

Selection principles: The Environment and Methods of Youth Work module is a specialty 
course module. All compulsory subjects (worth 27 ECTS) and an additional 3 ECTS as electives 
from the list must be completed in order to complete the module.

- to shape competences to support the development of young people at the 
individual, group and community level;
- to create conditions for acquiring the basic concepts and starting points of 
youth work;
- to create preparedness for lifelong learning and professional development.

The Student:
- is familiar with the concepts of youth in the context of the specialty and of 
research findings related to the modern lifestyle of young people;
- is familiar with the basis of education, teaching, communication and counsel-
ling and understands how they can be implemented in youth work;
- is familiar with the basic values, approaches and starting points of youth work 
and is prepared to use them in youth work;
- has an overview of the history of youth policy, youth movements and youth 
work.
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Electives min. 6 ECTS

Compulsory courses 27 ECTS

6

6

LCE6541.HT English for Special Purposes I

TPN5628.HR English for Special Purposes II

6

6

TPN5638.HR Inclusive Youth Work

TPN5643.HR Youth Policy and Regulation of Youth Work

6TPN5655.HR Project Work in Youth Work

Title: Language specialisation 

Title: Organisation of Youth Work 

Objectives

Assessment of the module: Subject based

Objectives

Learning 
outcomes

Selection principles: The Foundations of Youth Work module is a specialty course module. All 
compulsory subjects (worth a total of 27 ECTS) and an additional 6 ECTS of electives from the 
list must be completed in order to complete the module.

Selection principles: 6 ECTS as electives from the list must be completed in order to complete 
the module.

Volume:
6 ECTS

Volume: 
30 ECTS

Provide opportunities to develop language skills related to the their 
specialisation subject.

The student:
- understands and compiles subject related texts in different foreign languages;
- is able to present subject related issues fluently.

- to create conditions for the acquisition of basic knowledge which ensure the 
skills to plan, organise and analyse youth work;
- to provide an overview of inclusion and different forms of inclusion;
- to introduce the principles of project work and to create conditions for 
designing and implementing it in the youth field.

The Student:
- understands the nature, organisation and fields of work in youth work, and is 
familiar with the concepts;
- recognises and analyses the opportunities and shortcomings of modern 
youth policy and youth work at various levels;
- is able to set goals for, analyse and plan professional activity;
- understands the principles and forms of including young people, and is 
prepared to engage and support a variety of target groups;
- is aware of information and networking, and its importance in the context of 
youth work.

Volume: 
(ECTS)

Courses

Course code Course title

Volume: 
(ECTS)

Courses

Course code Course title

Learning 
outcomes

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of 
the subjects via examinations and assessments).
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Compulsory courses 29 ECTScodeCourse title

Objectives

Objectives

Learning 
outcomes

Learning 
outcomes

Title: Placement of Youth Work Volume: 
29 ECTS

Volume: 
12 ECTS

6TPN5656.HR Information work, critical thinking and communication in youth work

3TSR6002.LT Organisation of Recreational Events

3TPN5640.HR Development and Networking in the Youth Field

3TPN5647.HR Value Education and Human Rights in the Context of Youth Work

Electives min. 3 ECTS

Selection principles: The Organisation of Youth Work module is a specialty course module. All 
compulsory subjects (worth 24 ECTS) and an additional 3 ECTS as electives from the list must 
be completed in order to complete the module.

Selection principles: The Pedagogical Practice module is the module of the specialty. All 
mandatory subjects must be completed in order to complete the module. 

- to create opportunities for understanding research principles, research 
paradigms and the logic of the research process;
- to support and create opportunities to plan, carry out, conduct and defend 
research aimed at solving a topical research problem;
- to create opportunities for developing the methodological research 
knowledge and practical skills needed for conducting research;
- to support the development of the student as an independent, ethical 
researcher and practitioner.

- to have the students experience youth work in practice;
- to teach how the field of youth work functions in reality;
- to support the development of students as youth workers;
- to develop the main competences of youth workers and to prepare the 
students for working in the field.

The Student:
- has acquired practical youth work experience;
- knows and understands the main mechanisms and principles of youth work; 
- can use theoretical knowledge in practical youth work;
- is able to identify themselves as a youth worker.

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of 
the subjects via examinations and assessments).

Volume: 
(ECTS)

Courses

Title: Research

Course code Course title

8

6

TPN5641.HR Practice in Youth Work

TPN5642.HR Camp Practice

6TPN5645.HR Youth Work Practical Training in Local Government

6TPN5648.HR Practice in Supervising A Youth Group

3TPN5657.HR Observation Practice

The Student:
- understands general principles of research and the logic of the research 
process, follows the requirements of research;
- is able to define and justify a research problem and to use appropriate 
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Courses
Volume: 
(ECTS)

Volume: 
16 ECTS

Volume: 
6 ECTS

Course code Course title

6

3

3

Courses

Volume: 
(ECTS)Course code Course title

KAI6003.HR

KAI6004.HR

Basic Research Methods

Research Seminar I

6TPN5548.HR Final Exam

KAI6005.HR Research Seminar II

Compulsory courses 12 ECTS

Compulsory courses 12 ECTS

Title: Electives

Title: Final Exam

Selection principles: The final examination is mandatory.

Objectives

Learning 
outcomes

Learning 
outcomes

Assessment 
of the 
module

research methods in order to solve the research problem; 
- plans and carries out research that is topical and novel and conforms to the 
requirements of research;
- is able to interpret research findings, to publicly present them and 
participate in discussions related to the research topic;
- analyses themselves as an independent, ethical investigator and 
practitioner.

Assessment of the module: The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of 
the subjects via examinations and assessments).

Selection principles: The Research module is the compulsory module of the curriculum. All 
subjects, worth a total of 12 ECTS, must be completed in order to complete the module.

Selection principles: The choice of electives is left to the student. The choice should ensure the 
achievement of learning outcomes.

To support individual development and the realisation of intellectual interest.

Objectives To deepen professional knowledge by creating an opportunity to analyse and 
reflect on oneself.

The Student:
- demonstrates his professional knowledge and analytical skills at the final exam.

The Student: 
- has knowledge and skills in freely selected subjects;
- the graduates of Russian language general schools must master Estonian at 
C1 level.

The module will be evaluated based on the subject (at the end of the subjects 
via examinations and assessments).

Assessment of the module: subject-based
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NARVA COLLEGE OF UNIVERSITY OF TARTU
Name of curriculum 
in English:

Youth Work

Code of curriculum:

Credits:

Confirmed:

Standard duration:

Languages of instruction:

Other necessary languages:

Level of study:

Study system:

Study form:

Is it a joint curriculum?:

Number of student 
places (full-time):

Broad field of study:

Field of study:

Detailed field of study:

Curriculum group:

Graduation 
requirements

General objectives

Learning outcomes

205619

180 ECTS

2020/2021

3 years

Estonian

English, Russian

Bachelor's studies

subject system

regular studies

No

20

Health and welfare

Welfare

Child care and youth services

Social services

The volume of the bachelor's programme is 180 ECTS. 
The official standard study period is three years. For a 
Bachelor's degree the students have to complete the curric-
ulum, to pass the Estonian language exam, national C1 level 
exam or college C1 exam and take the bachelor's Thesis or 
Examination.

The Youth Work Curriculum provides a comprehensive 
academic education linking theoretical and practical 
learning that will help the student develop a self-confident 
identity as a good youth worker and a high level developer of 
the field, and which will support the continuation of studies 
at  Master's level.

The Student: 
- knows the basics of youth and can apply them in his/her 
daily youth work; 
- uses technological developments and digital solutions to 
work with young people; 
- critically analyses the youth field and assesses the 
development needs of the youth field and initiates the neces-
sary solutions arising from it; 
- possesses skills of critical learning, coaching, counselling, 
collaboration and teamwork; 
- assesses oneself as the head of a youth work organisation 
and / or institution, including as an active and responsible 
member of the youth work field, and values one's own 
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professional development and opportunities for learning in 
different environments; 
- has been prepared to continue  studies at Master's level.

Brief description of content

Document issued at 
graduation

Modules

Curriculum modules: 1. Base module: General Subjects (24 
ECTS) 2. Base module: Youth in Society (24 ECTS) 3. 
Specialty module: Self-managing Youth Worker (24 ECTS) 4. 
Specialty module: Basics of Youth Work (24 ECTS) 5. Narrow 
field module: Youth in the Digital Society (24 ECTS) 6. 
Narrow field module: Self-initiative and Enterprise (24 ECTS) 
7. Elective subjects (12 ECTS) 8. Optional subjects (15 ECTS) - 
Mobility module 9. Bachelor's Thesis / Examination (9 ECTS)

diploma

Youth Work | 180 EAP
Obligatory Base Modules | 48 EAP
1.1 Overall subjects | required 24 ECTS
SVNC.00.157 - Basics of Research 6 EAP
P2NC.00.680 - English for Specific Purposes 6 EAP
SVNC.00.156 - Estonian Writing and Speaking Skills 6 EAP
SVNC.00.155 - State and Social Studies 6 EAP
1.2 Young people in Society | required 24 ECTS
SVNC.00.161 - Human Rights and Professional Ethics in Youth 
Work 6 EAP
SVNC.00.160 - Youth Development and Welfare 6 EAP
SVNC.00.158 - Youth Research and Approaches to Youth 6 
EAP
SVNC.00.159 - Youth-centred Development of Public Services 
6 EAP
Narrow Field Modules | 48 EAP
2.1 Young people in the digital society | required 24 ECTS
SVNC.00.171 - Data in Information Society and Data Driven 
Developments in 
                              Youth 6 EAP
SVNC.00.172 - Digital Tools for Working with Young People 6 
EAP
SVNC.00.170 - Information Society and Digital Competences 
6 EAP
SVNC.00.169 - Young People in the Digital Era 6 EAP
2.2 Own initiative and entrepreneurship | required 24 ECTS
SVNC.00.173 - Creativity and Innovation, Social Entrepre-
neurship 6 EAP
SVNC.00.174 - Future Work and Entrepreneurship 6 EAP
P2NC.00.717 - Project Management 6 EAP
SVNC.00.175 - Youth Participation and Inclusion 6 EAP
Specialisation Modules | 48 EAP
3.1 Self-management | required 24 ECTS
SVNC.00.163 - Professional Community 3 EAP
SVNC.00.162 - Self-management, Guidance and Reflection 6 
EAP
3.1.1 Practice 15 ECTS
SVNC.00.164 - Practice 15 EAP
3.2 Youth Work basics | required 24 ECTS 
SVNC.00.165 - Foundations and Organisation of Youth Field 6 
EAP
SVNC.00.168 - Management and Communication 6 EAP
SVNC.00.166 - Methods in Youth Work 6 EAP



64

SVNC.00.167 - Theories and Approaches in Youth Work 6 EAP
Elective Modules | 12 EAP
P2NC.00.688 - Career Planning 6 EAP
SVNC.00.048 - Cross-cultural Communication and Multicul-
tural Education 6 EAP
P2NC.00.601 - Introduction to Computer Applications 3 EAP
P2NC.00.908 - Practical English I 3 EAP
P2NC.00.946 - Practical Estonian I 6 EAP
P2NC.00.897 - Practical Russian (level B2) 6 EAP
P2NC.01.070 - Youth Counselling and Information 6 EAP
Optional courses | 15 EAP
Including possibility for exchange studies
Graduation Thesis or Graduation Exam | 9 EAP
SVNC.00.176 - Bachelor's Thesis 9 EAP
SVNC.00.177 - Bachelor's Exam 9 EAP

Viljandi Culture Academy of University of Tartu

Name of curriculum in 
English:

Code of curriculum:

Credits:

Confirmed: 

Standard duration:

Languages of instruction:

Other necessary languages:

Level of study:

Study system:

Study form:

Is it a joint curriculum?:

Name of degree awarded:

Number of student places 
(Open University):

Broad field of study:

Field of study:

Detailed field of study:

Curriculum group:

Admission requirements:

Graduation requirements:

Community Education and Hobby Activity

80284

240 ECTS

2020/2021

4 years

Estonian

English, Russian

professional higher education studies

subject system

regular studies, block mode study

No

Diploma of professional higher education

30

Health and welfare

Welfare

Child care and youth services

Social services

Secondary education acquired in Estonia of its equal 
acquired abroad.

Obligatory modules for the Leisure Manager Creative Activi-
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ties Instructor specialty in the creativity education specialisa-
tion: - general and foundation courses module (30 ECTS) - 
specialisation module (30 ECTS) - main majoring courses 
modules I; II; III (30 ECTS each) - further 
specialisation I: creativity education (60 ECTS) that includes 
creative activities (30 ECTS) and applied theatre (30 ECTS) - 
scientific research and creative work module (30 ECTS) Oblig-
atory modules for the Leisure Manager Creative Activities 
Instructor specialty in the activity education specialisation: - 
general and foundation courses module (30 ECTS) - speciali-
sation module (30 ECTS) - main majoring courses modules I; 
II; III (30 ECTS each) - further 
specialisation II: activity education (60 ECTS) that includes 
adventure education (30 ECTS) and gaming and simulation 
(30 ECTS) - scientific research and creative work module (30 
ECTS)

General objectives:

Learning outcomes:

Brief description of content:

Modules:

Create conditions for students for acquiring basic knowledge 
and skills in their specialty in order to work as a leisure 
manager, youth worker or hobby education provider. 
Contribute to the students developing their readiness for 
pursuing MA studies.

Upon completion of the curriculum the students: 1) know the 
content and terminology of the field of culture, education and 
youth; 2) can shape the environment supporting the integral 
development of the youth; 3) define and reflect themselves as 
pedagogues and youth workers; 4) are familiar with the 
regularities of human development and the role of ethic and 
aesthetic values in human development; 5) know the nature, 
methods and resources of pedagogical influencing; 6) value the 
principles of civil society and identify themselves as members 
of it; 7) are aware of their actions in guiding hobby activities 
and organising leisure time; 8) can apply different methods of 
developing social skills according to the needs of the target 
group; 9) can relate, synthesise and integrate into practice the 
knowledge and skills acquired; 10) understand the principles of 
life-long-learning and the need for constant self-perfection.

Curriculum (240 ECTS) consists of base module (30 ECTS), field 
module - cultural education (30 ECTS), specialty modules - 
pedagogy, leisure management, administrative work (30 ECTS 
each), scientific research and creative work module (30 ECTS) 
and four specialisation modules in two fields: creativity 
education - creative activities (30 ECTS) and applied drama (30 
ECTS), activity education - adventure education (30 ECTS) and 
games and simulation (30 ECTS). Modules of the curriculum 
include optional courses 6 ECTS and on-the-job training 36 
ECTS.

Community Education and Hobby Activity | 240 EAP
General and Foundation Courses Module | 30 EAP
HVVK.12.044 - Basic Course for Creative Entrepreneur 6 EAP
HVVK.12.001 - Estonian Native Culture 3 EAP
HVVK.12.040 - Introduction to Studying Culture 3 EAP
P2VK.09.006 - Personality and Social Psychology 3 EAP
HVVK.12.025 - Practical Training for Entrepreneur 6 EAP
P2VK.09.014 - Sociology and Cultural Anthropology 3 EAP
Modules
1.1 Free electives 6 ECTS
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Streaming module: Cultural Education | 30 EAP
P2VK.05.174 - Cross-Cultural Communication 3 EAP
P2VK.05.190 - Culture Semiotics 3 EAP
P2VK.05.389 - Estonian Culture Studies 3 EAP
P2VK.05.171 - Media Studies 3 EAP
P2VK.05.191 - Organisational Studies 3 EAP
P2VK.05.390 - Practical Speech Art 3 EAP
P2VK.05.324 - Project Work I 3 EAP
HVVK.03.006 - Traditional Culture in Today's Society 3 EAP
2.1. Optional Courses 6 ECTS
P2VK.05.144 - Comparative Cultural Studies in Music I 3 EAP
P2VK.05.145 - Comparative Cultural Studies in Music II 3 EAP
P2VK.05.136 - Cultural Theories of Popular Art 3 EAP
HVVK.03.051 - Design Thinking and Service Design 3 EAP
P2VK.05.205 - Folk Traditions 3 EAP
P2VK.05.227 - Intercultural Relations Seminar 3 EAP
P2VK.05.391 - Multicultural Society and Cultural Identities in 
Estonia 4 EAP
P2VK.05.217 - Negotiations Techniques 3 EAP
P2VK.09.012 - Philosophy/Aesthetics I 3 EAP
HVVK.03.050 - Seminar of Professional Self Development 3 EAP
HVVK.03.039 - Theories and History of Games 4 EAP
P2VK.05.394  - Youth Subcultures 2 EAP
Main Majoring Courses Module I: Pedagogy | 30 EAP
P2VK.05.196 - Andragogy (Adult Education) 3 EAP
P2VK.05.370 - Communication and Feedback in School 4 EAP
P2VK.05.378 - Developing General Competences in Teaching 3 
EAP
P2VK.05.065 - Development Psychology 3 EAP
HVVK.03.027 - Experiential Learning 3 EAP
P2VK.05.371 - Learning and Teaching 3 EAP
HVVK.03.025 - Prevention of Risk Behaviour 4 EAP
P2VK.05.377 - Special Educational Needs 4 EAP
HVVK.03.026 - Teacher's Identity and Management 3 EAP
Main Majoring Courses Module II: Leisure Management | 30 
EAP
HVVK.00.002 - 2 EAP
P2VK.05.200 - Introduction to Leisure Manager Specialty 3 EAP
P2VK.05.392 - Leisure Time Manager's Professionalism 3 EAP
HVVK.03.028 - School as Leisure Manager's Working Environ-
ment 2 EAP
HVVK.03.001 - School-based Youth Work Practice 15 EAP
HVVK.03.029 - Supervision Practice 2 EAP
P2VK.05.057 - Youth Work Basics 3 EAP
Main Majoring Courses Module III: | 30 EAP
HVVK.03.032 - 3 EAP
HVVK.03.033 - 3 EAP
HVVK.03.045 - 2 EAP
HVVK.03.053 - 3 EAP
HVVK.03.031 - Basic of Community Work 2 EAP
P2VK.05.142  - Camp Practice 3 EAP
HVVK.03.030 - Career Study and Career Service Management 5 
EAP
P2VK.05.047  - Culture Administration Basics 3 EAP
5.1 Optional courses 6 ECTS
HVVK.03.035 - 3 EAP
HVVK.03.036 - 3 EAP
HVVK.03.037 - 3 EAP
P2VK.05.297 - Camp Work 3 EAP
P2VK.05.173 - Culture Education Observation Practice 3 EAP
P2VK.05.261 - Networking 3 EAP
P2VK.05.326 - Organisation Management 3 EAP
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Further specialisation module (60 ECTS) | 60 EAP
   6.1.    60 ECTS
6.1.1. 30 ECTS
HVVK.03.038 - 3 EAP
P2VK.05.385  - Basics of Creativity and Activity Study 5 EAP
P2VK.05.203  - Creativity Psychology 3 EAP
P2VK.05.205 -  Folk Traditions 3 EAP
P2VK.05.231 -  Nature Education and Ecology 3 EAP
HVVK.03.039 - Theories and History of Games 4 EAP
6.1.1.1. I 9 ECTS
P2VK.05.281 - Anger Management 3 EAP
HVVK.03.041 - Board Games and Role Play 3 EAP
P2VK.05.351 - Creative Writing 3 EAP
HVVK.03.040 - Interior Design 3 EAP
P2VK.05.204  - Music Studies 3 EAP
P2VK.04.078  - Social Dances 3 EAP
6.1.2 Specialisation module: Applied drama 30 ECTS
HVVK.03.054 - 5 EAP
P2VK.05.357 - Applied Theatre – Practice 5 EAP
P2VK.05.355 - Drama Education Practice 5 EAP
HVVK.03.055 - Participatory Theatre 5 EAP
P2VK.05.359 - Self Expression Workshop 5 EAP
P2VK.05.358 - Self Expression and Improvisation 5 EAP
6.2 Further Specialisation II: 60 ECTS
6.2.1 30 ECTS
HVVK.03.038 - 3 EAP
P2VK.05.385 -  Basics of Creativity and Activity Study 5 EAP
P2VK.05.203 -  Creativity Psychology 3 EAP
P2VK.05.205 -  Folk Traditions 3 EAP
P2VK.05.231 -  Nature Education and Ecology 3 EAP
HVVK.03.039 - Theories and History of Games 4 EAP
6.2.1.1 9 ECTS
P2VK.05.281 - Anger Management 3 EAP
HVVK.03.041 - Board Games and Role Play 3 EAP
P2VK.05.351 - Creative Writing 3 EAP
HVVK.03.040 - Interior Design 3 EAP
P2VK.05.204 -  Music Studies 3 EAP
P2VK.04.078 -  Social Dances 3 EAP
6.2.2 30 ECTS
HVVK.03.042 - Creating Adventure Education Environment 3 
EAP
HVVK.03.008 - Nature Education Practice 3 EAP
HVVK.03.043 - Practical Learning-by-Doing 4 EAP
HVVK.03.009 - Practice of Adventure Activities 3 EAP
P2VK.05.236 -  Ropework 3 EAP
P2VK.05.240 -  Simulation-Game Design 6 EAP
6.2.2.1 8 ECTS
HVVK.03.044 -  2 EAP
P2VK.05.241 -  Active Learning Practice 3 EAP
P2VK.05.237 -  Adventure Activities in Water 3 EAP
P2VK.05.360 -  Adventure Education Practice 3 EAP
P2VK.05.334 -  Safety of Adventure Activities 3 EAP
Scientific and Creative Work Module | 30 EAP
P2VK.09.001 - Estonian Writing Skills 3 EAP
P2VK.09.022 - Scientific Research / Creative Work Methodology 
Practice 3 EAP
P2VK.09.010 - Scientific Research and Creative Work Methodol-
ogy 3 EAP
P2VK.09.015 - Seminar Paper 6 EAP
7.1 Graduation Paper or Graduation Exam 15 ECTS
P2VK.05.158 - Final Graduation Exam 15 EAP
P2VK.05.288 - Graduation Paper 15 EAP
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