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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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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 


