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1. Introduction 

Much “debate” about youth policy within the UK is in response to moral panics about young 

people and their styles, actions and subcultures.  For example, the issue of young motherhood 

in the UK remains a matter of public and political concern, (and one of national 

embarrassment) demanding government action to stem the (perceived) growing numbers of 

young mothers as they are viewed as both a problem and a burden. The high rates of social 

and health problems among marginalized young people related to alcohol misuse, drug or 

solvent related behaviour problems and an increase poor literacy and numeracy skills are also 

the subject of negative discourses which construct these young people as deviant and 

problematic. And such panics act as calls for a public response, e.g. more services and /or 

different policies to control punish or prevent. The two case studies chosen by the UK are in 

effect examples of responses to moral panics:   

  

1. Lifting the Limits (Armagh), is a community leadership programme specifically designed to 

suit the needs of young mothers. The young mothers who are on the programme are 

unemployed and suffer from a number of factors such as having few qualifications and unable 

to complete their education to a teenage pregnancy.    

 

2. Opportunity Youth (Belfast), is programme for young people who are not seen as ‘adapted’ 

for a position in the formal labour market. Non-adaptation features include their social, 

cultural and socio economic backgrounds and characteristics which are perceived as too 

different from that which is accepted as normal. In many cases, this ‘adaptation’ problem has 

also played an important role in their previous education experience.     

 

The first project Lifting the Limits’ has been chosen as it works to towards the removal of 

barriers to prevailing discourses in the UK on young motherhood ‘welfare-scrounging single 

mothers’, which has been directed and popularised by the media. The second project 

‘Opportunity Youth’ (Belfast) run in parallel with vocational training programmes for 16-18 

year olds, was chosen as it aims to assist marginalized young people to make the transition to 

adulthood through the considerable risks which they face in contemporary society.   
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2. Context of Youth Transitions 

The following section of the report details the main features of the education and training 

system, the youth labour market, and the social policies that structure the biography from 

school to work in the United Kingdom.    

 

2.1 Education and Training  

Secondary education provision within the UK is far from uniform, with considerable regional 

variations along ‘national’ lines in England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

Differences between England and Wales are relatively small: they have many common 

features. Scottish education is more distinct, with different qualifications and a broader 

curriculum. Secondary schools in Northern Ireland have similar institutional features to those 

in England and Wales, most importantly, qualifications, although again with its own 

curriculum. With the exception of a few small but expanding number of ‘integrated’ schools, 

secondary education in Northern Ireland is segregated along religious lines. The religious 

nomenclature of the schools reflects a de facto rather than a de jure position, and is based on 

the high degree of religious homogeneity of the pupils and teachers within the separate school 

systems (Gallagher, T. 1998). 

In Great Britain (England, Wales and Scotland) most secondary schools are all-ability 

comprehensive schools a consequence of a now forgotten about popular movement 

demanding an end to selective schooling so that from 1965 in many parts of the country 

government supported non-selective comprehensive schools began to replace grammars and 

secondary moderns (as the schools for those who failed the IQ test at 11 were called). The 

vast majority of qualified pupils (the majority of whom come from middle class families) 

remain at school for two post-compulsory years and embark on courses leading to the award 

of ‘A’ level’s in England, Wales and Northern Ireland or the Scottish Certificate of Education 

(Higher Grade). ‘A’ Level qualifications are the traditional qualification that leads to entry to 

University or other forms of Higher Education. The participation rate of 16 and 17 olds in full 

time education in Northern Ireland has remained fairly static over the past seven years and has 

remained higher than in England. This was case for both 16 and 17 year olds, and applied to 

both males and females. For example, the participation rate was 72.4% in Northern Ireland 

compared to 64.9% in England.   
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Since income support benefit was abolished in 1988 for all 16 and 17 year olds, successive 

cohorts of 16 year olds have been faced with an apparently wide range of options: to continue 

with schooling or further education; to accept a government sponsored training option such as 



Jobskills or: undertake a Traineeship or Modern Apprenticeship; enter the labour market, 

(often on a part-time or short–term basis) or, if unemployed, stay dependent on their families. 

At one and the same time most young people are faced with extensive choices, but denied the 

possibility of full independence (Ferguson et al, 2000). The Blair government ‘s policy of 

‘widening participation’ aims for universal attendance in schools, FE or in training until 19 

and then for half to experience at least some sort of higher education before the age of 30.  

To meet these learning targets, the curriculum has been shifted to create ‘a new era of learning 

and skills [that] will put the old distinction between academic education and work- related 

training behind us’ cited in Mizen, 2003. After 1998, secondary schools were able to develop 

the use of wider use of work-related programmes of education and training in an attempt to 

‘open up a ladder of vocational opportunity for young people, offering parity of esteem with 

more academic study and progression to higher education. In Northern Ireland vocational 

work based training is provided through the Jobskills Programme. This programme generally 

lasts for 2 years and is offered at three different levels: Access with training up to NVQ Level 

1; Traineeships (NVQ Level 2) and Modern Apprenticeships.      

The Modern Apprenticeships (MA) introduced throughout the UK in 1995, is designed 

specifically to give the work based training route more status and to provide quality work-

based learning for young people to achieve qualifications at two different levels: Foundation 

MA (National Vocational Qualification [NVQ] Level 2) and Advanced MA (NVQ Level 3). 

This programme forms part of the ‘vocational ladder’ providing alternative and 

complimentary pathways for young people from age 14, including GCSEs in vocational 

subjects, and access to higher education (HE) through foundation degrees. Since 1997, the 

number of young people achieving NVQ Level 3 while on Advanced MAs has increased by 

27 percent (DW&P, 2002). In Northern Ireland around 5,500 young people are currently 

following a MA and over 2,000 local employers are participating in the programme (DEL, 

2003). The target is to ensure that UK wide 28 percent of young people under the age of 25 

enter government – supported training. As age 16 ceases to be the obvious point of 

termination for full-time education or training direct transitions from the end of compulsory 

schooling at the age of sixteen into the labour market have been in sharp decline: this has led 

to the expansion of what Furlong and Carmel (1997:17) describe as ‘an army of reluctant 

conscripts to post-compulsory education’.  
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2.2 Labour Market 

The number of adult people in work in the United Kingdom is now at record levels. 

Employment has risen by over 1.5 million since 1997 to a level of over 27.7 million. 

Unemployment has fallen by over half a million and to around its lowest level of 1.47 million 

(5.0 per cent), for 25 years (Nat. Stat, 2003). Long-term youth unemployment has now been 

virtually eradicated due to the coercive nature of New Deal (discussed above) and in 2001 

long-term youth unemployment among 18-24 year olds was down to 40,000. Chart 1. shows 

the trend in long-term youth unemployment in the UK over the last 30 years. It shows that the 

level started off relatively slowly in the early 1970’s, rising significantly in the early 1980’s 

before falling with the boom later in the decade. With the recession of the early 1990s the 

numbers again rose before continued falls through the later part of the decade.  

 
Chart 1: Long term Youth Unemployment (Great Britain).  

 
Source: Labour Force Survey. 
Note: Youth is defined as 18-24.  
 

Levels of adult joblessness in Northern Ireland have generally reflected those in the UK as a 

whole, although they tend to be the higher side of the UK regional distribution (McVicar, 

2000). This is also true of joblessness among young people aged 18-24.  

Since 1997, young people’s relationship to work and the labour market has been subject to 

intense scrutiny and a surfeit of policies has been elevated to a key strategic position to 

address this issue. The most prominent example these policies for young people is the New 

Deal for the Young Long-Term Unemployed (NDYP). The New Deal for 18-24 Year olds is 
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intended to arrest the slide into long term unemployment by offering those that have been 

unemployed for six months a combination of advice and advice (from a personal advisor), 

further education and training and subsidised temporary employment options. The 

compulsory nature of New Deal (young people lose benefits if they do not participate) is seen 

as providing young people with the extra incentive they need to try and escape from 

marginalised positions. New Deal has been operating in Northern Ireland since April 1988 

and by July 1999 over 12,000 young people were in or had been through the programme.  

However, as McVicar (2000) notes some young people have ‘disappeared’ off the register just 

before their New Deal was about to start. This suggests that New Deal may be driving some 

young people at the more marginalized end further into exclusion. For those young people 

that find any form of commitment difficult, cutting benefits for failure to make the 

commitment required by New Deal is at best unlikely to promote social inclusion.      
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Research shows (NIERC, 2003) that for both males and females across theUK, NDYP has 

increased outflows from unemployment to employment for those unemployed for six months 

or more (i.e. programme participants). The composition of this effect, however, does vary 

systematically across regions, with NDYP increasing outflows to employment more in low 

unemployment regions than in high unemployment regions, and increasing outflows to 

education and training more in high unemployment regions than in low unemployment 

regions. In other words, the effects of NDYP vary according to the level of labour demand in 

regional labour markets.  There is also an increase in outflows from Job Seekers Allowance 

(JSA) to ‘other’ destinations (e.g. unknown). The primary effect of NDYP, however, has been 

to shift the long-term unemployed into education and training. It is not yet clear how this 



affects the ‘employability’ of these young people and whether these young people see an 

increase in their employability.  

An important feature of the New Deal, however, is the inclusion of the economically inactive 

and not just those who count as officially unemployed. The New Deal for Lone Parents is 

especially noteworthy. Under this programme, lone-parents with children over 5 have to 

attend a job centre interview to develop an individual plan of action combing job search skills, 

training and childcare with a personal caseworker.  

Since it started New Deal for Lone Parents has provided advice to around 380,000 lone 

parents and over 150,000 have found work across the UK.  

The UK Labour government has placed a particular emphasis on putting in place measures to 

improve the life chances of those young people who are most disadvantaged. For example, 

16-18 year olds who are not in education, employment or training, schemes are developing to 

encouraging young people from disadvantaged homes to stay on in education or training. 

These schemes include Educational Maintenance Allowances  (EMA) for 16-18s and most 

significantly the Connexions Service in England. EMAs provide financial support of up to 

£30 per week for 16 to 19 year olds from low-income families who undertake a full time 

course at school or college. In addition to this weekly allowance, bonuses are paid for 

attendance, achievement, progression and behaviour at the end of the year. The EMA pilots 

are testing the extent to which a financial incentive improves post-16 participation, retention 

and achievement rates in education. The initiative is due to be introduced in Northern Ireland 

from September 2004.   

 

Recognition of the heterogeneity of vulnerable young people, and the multiplicity of inter-

linked factors accounting for their disadvantage, has led to increased emphasis on partnership 

working and ‘joined-up’ policy delivery to provide the support such young people need.  

From April 2001 the New Connexions Service the aim of which is to ensure ‘a smooth 

transition from compulsory schooling to post-16 learning’ and to the world of work, was 

phased in across England (JRF, 2001). The Connexions service it is claimed, will provide 

every young person, especially those at risk of social exclusion, with a Personal Advisor who 

will provide advice and support that is tailored to the level of need, thereby combining the 

roles of career advisor, youth worker and probation officer, amongst others. This will ensure 

the support needed, thus reducing the likelihood of dropping out of education and increasing 

the likelihood that they will stay on to achieve qualifications and eventual success in the 

labour market. As noted by Colley& Hodkinson, given the structural problems that lie behind 
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non-participation and the competitive nature of schooling and qualification achievement, this 

individualistic agency approach through a prescriptive structural framework seems naive and 

inadequate. Furthermore, the establishment of one Personal Advisor, dealing with all your 

problems and needs, is attractive, but only if you feel that he advisor is on your side. If not, 

their concentrated role means that there are fewer places to go for help.     

 

3. Sample description   

In the two case study agencies that were drawn from Northern Ireland, a sample consisting of twenty 

young people in total, (eight female CLP participants, aged between 21 to 25 and six male and six female 

Opportunity Youth participants, aged between 16 to 19) were interviewed shortly after they had entered 

their respective programmes. However of those original interviewees, only seven out of the eight CLP 

participants were interviewed a second time, one and a half years later. This meant that none of the 

original interviewees from Opportunity Youth (six males and six females), were interviewed twice and 

subsequently, a further five females and seven males (aged between 16-18) from Opportunity Youth 

were interviewed for WP6 bringing the total number of young people interviewed to thirty two.   

What necessitated the need for new interviewees from Opportunity Youth was that difficulties arose in 

tracking the young people who took part in the first round of interviews as the agency informed us they 

had all since left the project and due to changes made within the agency’s administration system contact 

details could not be made available. We were informed however, that their training partner organisation 

held the necessary details, and that we should request the contact details from them. The training 

organisation, although sympathetic to our cause, were unwilling to give this information due to the Data 

Protection Act. The suggestion was then made by the training organisation that we should write a letter 

to each of the original participants requesting a second interview and that they, the training organisation, 

would forward these on. Despite the letter including the offer of a financial incentive this tactic did not 

prove fruitful as none of the twelve respondents made contact with the researcher. Therefore as 

previously stated, new interviewees had to be sought with a further twelve participants, seven males and 

five females who were attending Opportunity Youth at a Technical College in Lisburn.   

It is also important to note, however, that the majority of the respondents in this second round 

of interviews had different learning experiences to those interviewed in the first round1.  This 

situation became apparent when conducting the interviews as several participants revealed 

                                                 
1 This second group of interviews from Opportunity Youth did not have the same range of social  problems as 

the first group as the programme had been ‘rolled out’ regionally to a number of Further Education Colleges 

throughout Northern Ireland between the first round of interviews and the second.   
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that prior to their attendance at the Technical College they had attended a school for special 

education. Therefore, in addition to the usual constraints of time, these interviews suffered 

particularly as a result of the participant’s lack of familiarity with the researcher, 

consequently, dialogue on occasions was rather limited. In hindsight more preliminary work 

was needed in order for the participants to feel comfortable about reflecting on their 

transitional experiences during the course of a single interview. This situation has also created 

problems for the analysis stage in the report as the two groups of young people from 

Opportunity Youth differed greatly in terms of the environment they came from and hence 

may have coloured their perspectives on the value of Opportunity Youth.   

In contrast to those interviews described above all the participants from ‘Lifting the Limits’ engaged 

openly and freely with the researcher as positive contact had been maintained with the majority of 

respondents between the two rounds of interviews.  

 

The high rate of sample attrition from Opportunity Youth was due in part to the inadequate record 

keeping of the projects administrative staff and a perceived lack of co-operation in general from key 

project staff at managerial level.   

 
Table 1: Breakdown of interviewees by Gender and Age Groups 

Project No. persons 
interviewed  

Age Groups 
    16-18 

 
     18-21 

 
> 21 

CLP (females)      8        8 
OY (males)    13             9          4  
OY (females)     11        9         2  
Totals    32      18         6      8 
 

Table 2: Interview Sample by Education  

Project Lower Secondary 
/compulsory level 

Higher Secondary 
Post Compulsory 

CLP            6           2 
OY (males)          13  
OY (females          11  
Totals          30           2 

 

3.1 Clustering 

Four clusters have been drawn from the above sample. One from the Community Leadership 

Programme and three from Opportunity Youth.  
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Young Mothers - general characteristics 

The young mothers had all had successfully completed the CLP programme.  Four of the 

seven had achieved at least five GCSE passes 1 at high grades and two had qualifications at 

post-compulsory level. However, even those lone mothers who have obtained qualifications 

unfortunately find that taking a break from employment and not keeping qualifications 

current, are major barriers in the labour market.   

Several of the young mothers reported similar negative experiences short employment 

episodes  (low status/poorly paid) and experience of life on ‘benefits’ prior to entering the 

project.  The remainder pursued what Craine (1997) describes as the ‘mothering option’ when 

legitimate opportunities for employment are severely restricted. Further general 

characteristics of this particular group show that six of seven young mothers are Catholic 

(however, this would reflect the religious make up of the area) and as teenage pregnancy and 

low socio-economic status are almost always lumped together, it is interesting to note that six 

of the seven young mothers come from working class backgrounds.  It is also important to 

note that there was no evidence to suggest that the young women deliberately became 

pregnant to secure economic independence. 

 

Cluster 1: Young mothers whose trajectories displayed strong personal agency 

Clearly, there are many similarities as well as differences between the young mothers in their 

transition routes however, we want to classify transition steps into groups that are in some 

sense similar. The first similarity or dominant characteristic of this group is, of course, 

‘Motherhood’ which appears to have given them something of value – a source of strength 

and comfort (extrinsic motivation). However, few individuals follow identical sets of 

transitional routes, and it was interesting to note that four of the seven young mothers were 

involved in activities prior to entering the project that exhibited signs of active 

individualistion (Evans & Heinz, 1994). In contrast to the other young mothers who displayed 

passive/limited personal agency, their actions; starting a youth club, pursuing a diploma after 

being asked to leave school and attending short courses at a community centre, display a 

strong sense of personal responsibility for their own learning and life experiences - a general 

                                                 
1GCSEs – these examinations are generally taken at 16 and five grades at A-C is the 

traditional cut-off point for progression onto further academic education (A-Levels) and then 

on into Higher Education.  
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pattern emerged The conscious mobilization of capacities in these cases, regarded as 

signifying personal agency, (such as motivation and drive towards a certain goal) suggests 

that we can identify these four cases as a distinct group. 

 

C, 25, came from a large working class family in a rural community. C’s attendance at school 

was erratic, as she frequently had to take time off to care for her invalid mother. Despite this 

she gained seven GCSE’s, however, her mother reinforced /constantly told her that ‘girls’ had 

no real need of ‘education’ as they would marry anyway and that ‘a wee job in a shop will do 

you’ (C. ‘Lifting the Limits’, 25, female, p. 5. line 6). As a result of this negative influence on 

her participation in structured learning, further education was viewed as something of no 

value to her (although her brothers were encouraged to go further).    

After C. left school at the age of eighteen she had various casual jobs (including youth work) 

before she had her baby. For the next couple of years she was totally dependent on benefits 

and realised she was beginning to lose sight of her own personal goals. In order to address 

this, and to give herself some challenges, she and a friend started a youth club in a local 

housing estate and it was through this that she got the opportunity to do a range of small 

courses, e.g. counselling. When her son was two she registered as a volunteer and later she 

attend a Women’s Centre to study for an ‘A’ level.        

When asked why she did she do all this work; start a youth club, undertake courses, work as a 

youth worker and put herself under such pressure, while at the same time bringing up a child, 

she explains that she wanted people to take her seriously, she wanted to be a positive role 

model for her child and that she needed to prove to herself that she could do it and states 

‘when I look back now I can see, they were all stepping stones’ (C. ‘Lifting the Limits’, 25, 

female, p.9. line 17) and by joining the CLP she hoped her path to educational and personal 

success would become more stable and not so haphazard as it was before. 

 

A key theme within youth transitions literature has been the relative emphasis given to young 

people’s agency in creating individual paths of transition compared with the constraints on 

personal choice and decision making provided by social structures.  

Therefore in an attempt to reach a deeper understanding of the social actions of the young 

women it may be interesting at this point to try and place them within a theoretical framework 

such as that proffered in the writings of Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische (1998) entitled 

‘What is Agency’. What distinguishes their attempt to theorize agency from other 

contributions is that in their exploration of agency they seek to capture the full complexity of 
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the term agency (which they argue has never been adequately addressed) by analytically 

disaggregating the concept of agency into several component elements within a specifically 

temporal framework, while at the same time showing the dynamic interplay among these 

dimensions within different structural contexts of action, which they argue, should also be 

viewed as a temporal construction.   

Several points of clarification are required at this point. First, it should be noted that in this 

work the authors (re) concepetualize agency as a ‘temporally embedded process of social 

engagement, informed by the past (in its ”iterational“ or habitual aspect) but also orientated 

toward the future (as a “projective” capacity to imagine alternative possibilities) and toward 

the present (as a “practical-evaluative” capacity to contextualize past habits and future 

projects within contingencies of the moment. (1998, p.963).   

Secondly, an explanation of what the authors mean when they refer to terms the three 

constituent elements of human agency: the iterational, projective, and practical –evaluative is 

necessary at this point.  The iterational element refers to ‘the selective reactivation by actors 

of past patterns of thought and action, as routinely incorporated in practical activity, thereby 

giving stability and order to social universes and helping to sustain identities, interactions, 

and institutions over time. The projective element encompasses the imaginative generation by 

actors of possible future trajectories of action, in which received structures of thought and 

action may be creatively reconfigured in relation to actor’s hopes, fears, and desires for the 

future. The practical-evaluative element entails the capacity of actors to make practical and 

normative judgements among alternative possible trajectories of action, in response to the 

emerging demands, dilemmas, and ambiguities of presently evolving situations. With this said 

the authors argue that it is therefore possible to speak of a ‘chordal triad’ or structure of 

agency ‘within which all three dimensions resonate as separate but not always harmonious 

tones’ (1998, p. 972). The authors also take this to a deeper level by stating that each of the 

three analytical dimensions  possess their own internal chordal structure, but at this stage we 

will attempt not to fall in to the analytical nightmare of “sub-subtones” within “subtones”.      

 

In the following section I will try and illustrate (albeit somewhat simplistically) how each of 

these elements, in varying degrees, can be found are/were present in the agentic orientations 

of one young woman. If we consider Colette for example; her actions (project entry) were 

informed by the past – previous experiences of youth work (the iterational dimension), but 

also orientated towards the future- a desired career in youth work (the projective element) and 
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also orientated toward the present (as a “practical –evaluative “ capacity to contextualise past 

habits and future projects within the contingencies of the moment.) entry onto the programme. 

 

Cluster 2: Young people whose trajectories are characterised by sectarianism, petty crime 

and non-engagement; Belfast males - general characteristics    

The second cluster consists of three young males (Protestant) from interface areas3 in Belfast.  

The young males were all aged 17 with low, or as in one case no educational qualifications, 

this they put down to the fact that they were ascribed to the lower ability classes and more or 

less forgotten about.  All of the young men come from an environment where petty crime, 

drug taking and sectarianism (i.e. all actions of discrimination arising from political or 

religious prejudice) is rife and several stated they were actively involved in such activities.    

 

J’s school career was interrupted by a suspension (due to bad behaviour) and it was two years 

before another school could be found that would take him back to sit his final exams which he 

failed. The only reason he attends the training scheme is because the job centre told him that 

employer’s only take young people on through the training schemes and this he views as a 

waste of time ‘a NVQ in warehousing whoopy doo, loads of jobs that’ll get you’ (J. 

Opportunity Youth, male, 17, p.8 line,11)  supplements his modest training income by 

stealing and admitted he was involved in sectarian activity. Whilst attending Opportunity 

Youth J. was involved in a cross community workshop which ended up in a serious brawl. 

‘They starting calling us orange bastards and all. I wasn’t standing for that like, fuck – 

straight up with the chairs’ (J. Opportunity Youth, 17, p. 12. line,1) didn’t attend Opportunity 

Youth for several weeks and only returned as the training scheme was deducting  money off 

his training allowance for non-attendance. J. has no positive life perspectives and views 

himself as a ‘Waster’. 

 

                                                 
3 An interface is a term used to describe the common boundary between a predominately   Protestant/Unionist 

area and a predominately Catholic/nationalist area. Interface areas suffer from higher than average levels of 

social and economic disadvantage and are often sites of continuous tension and conflict between the two 

communities.    
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Cluster 3: low resources – high motivation 

Opportunity Youth (Lisburn sample) males – general characteristics 

All of the young males had achieved few academic qualifications and several had attended 

special needs classes whilst attending compulsory education. Most of them cited friendship 

and socialising as the only thing that connected them to school. Most of the young males had 

clear ideas about their future career paths i.e. joiner, mechanic, but viewed their learning 

difficulties and the necessity for qualifications in these fields as potential barriers to 

achievement in their respective chosen areas.  

‘I’d love to have Level 3 in four years time, but I don’t think I will…you have to be a 

brainbox, and I have no brains! ( Opportunity Youth, male)  

  

Colin, 19, lives outside Belfast with his Dad (parents separated mother an alcoholic). He 

attended a school for Special Educational Needs and left with one GCSE in Art. His 

experiences in compulsory education were negative as he felt he did not learn very much and 

that staff at the school were not very encouraging. He had been in college for two years at the 

time of the interview trying to get his NVQ Level 1 in Motor Vehicle Studies. He says that his 

father, as well as his girlfriend, are frustrated with him due to his slow learning capabilities 

and tell him ‘to get himself sorted’ but despite this Colin’s motivation remains high as he has 

always wanted to work with cars and he is resolute he will achieve his NVQ Level 1. Since 

the age of sixteen he has had a serious of part-time casual work which he feels has given him 

knowledge and experience of the outside world as well as some financial resources.          

Colin states that when he entered Opportunity Youth he was given support and 

encouragement that he felt was not available (or on offer) anywhere else. Through literacy 

classes he has expanded his vocabulary which has raised his self-esteem and his status 

amongst his peers. Involvement in group-discussions has helped him with his relationship 

with his girlfriend. After being involved in a violent incident Colin states that counselling was 

offered to him, although he said he was too embarrassed to take the offer up. However, what 

was important to Colin that someone was that someone was there for him, if he wanted them. 

 

Cluster 4: Trajectory characterised by low educational resources, developing innovative 

coping strategies.  

Opportunity Youth (Lisburn sample) Female - General characteristics  

The sample of five young women from Opportunity Youth had already completed the 

programme at the time of interview for WP 5 whilst engaged in their first year of study for 
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NVQ Level 1, in either Childcare or Business Administration, at a Technical College, 

approximately seven miles outside Belfast. 

(The above courses are on offer with minimal entry requirements.  An inclusionary filling of 

places rather than a selective process of academic differentiation in favour of high achievers is 

the defining characteristic of admissions policy).   

All of the young women in the programme were aged 18, they had obtained limited 

qualifications through formal school education, at poor grades (D and E’s).  Two of the young 

women stated they had experienced particular difficulty with specific subjects while at school 

and consequently had attended Special Needs classes for extra tuition. As the young women 

moved directly from compulsory education on into further education some have experience of 

casual labour, (mainly summer jobs) and none have experience of unemployment (in the 

official sense) At the time of the interview all the young women reported to be still living at 

home with both parents.     

 

Lucy is 18 and lives at home with her parents and one brother. At the time of the interview 

both parents were in work, her mother was a shop assistant and her father was a farm 

labourer. When Lucy left compulsory education she got a part-time job in a small shop which 

she kept on when she started college and Opportunity Youth. Her experiences of school were 

mixed as she reports having difficulties with particular subjects, such as Maths and English, 

and as result attended special needs classes for extra tuition. She states she didn’t really care 

about school, as all she ever wanted to do was work with children. When asked about careers 

counselling Lucy explained that she did have an interview with a careers counsellor who 

advised her not to ‘do childcare’ as her English wasn’t good. Lucy states she had the 

opportunity of a second interview for further discussion on other career options but she chose 

not to go back. 

In her fifth year of compulsory education she was given the opportunity of work experience in 

a children’s nursery, and as predicted by the careers counsellor, she encountered problems as 

a result of her poor English when it came to reading stories to the children.  However, she 

overcame her inability to read by making up the words in the stories, a strategy she claims 

was successful, as the children did not notice. 
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4. Biographic orientations and experiences before entry 

The purpose of this section is to explore the concept of turning point.  For a quarter of the 

young males in the sample their trajectories are characterised by educational 

underachievement and educational disaffection (and in some cases disengagement) which has 

left them feeling marginalized and as such ‘turning points’ were either negative or there were 

no turning points at all.  ‘The teachers didn’t care, they weren’t wasting their time on us. 

That’s right in a way like, it’s right in a way’.  It is interesting to note that they blame their 

own personal deficits as the cause of their marginalisation. ‘Just messing about and just didn’t 

listen to teachers’ (Shankill, Male 17). Thus, the current drive towards qualification 

achievement reinforces the exclusion of those who are unable to achieve them.    

Structural factors such as the impoverished locality the young men live in which offer limited 

work opportunities, combined with the withdrawal of income support has forced these young 

men onto the training schemes. Training schemes of which they are highly critical as they 

view them as exploitative and many leave at the earliest alternative opportunity. In addition to 

this the resources within the family home and the support available are limited and any 

support received outside of the family, in some cases was of a dubious nature. ‘Next door 

neighbour. Lone shark. Next door neighbour lends you his car.’.   

Most of them reported that their peers had a negative influence on them ‘All my friends were 

trouble makers. Probably all inside now or they’re all away in England or got out of the 

country or something’ (Springvale, Male).   

With their biographical options restricted and no alternative pathway visible the informal 

economies represent the most realistic means to earn an income for these young men, 

connecting them with important networks by which their communities survive disadvantage 

and generating social inclusion for many. The young men are active in the construction of 

their own history, but not as they pleased, nor under circumstances of their own choosing.   

All the young men displayed attitudes deeply resigned to their disengagement ‘I think I’ll just 

be a fucking victim’   ‘When I go into a wee shop, they go there’s the waster.’  While many of 

the young males lived their lives day by day, some still had modest hopes for the future: 

‘Afford a house, afford food and what you have, afford to put clothes on your kids back’.   

With respect to the transition from school into training and employment, the overall picture to 

emerge was one of institutional structures which seemed not to serve this particular group of 

young people in a very positive manner. For example, the decision about which training 

scheme to join seemed very haphazard.  There were many cases in which decisions tended to 

be taken more on the basis of geographical convenience or peer pressure, rather than any 
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considerations about the usefulness of the course in terms of enhancing future labour market 

prospects 

The first turning point all young mothers mentioned, of course, was becoming a mum. 

Temporal perspectives of this event, for most of the young mums was that motherhood was 

viewed as a negative turning point, as some had to leave school, others felt that their lives 

were finished before it had even started and became resigned to the fact that any future 

aspirations they may have harboured regarding a career were now lost.  This was a difficult 

time for the young mothers and they frequently commented on their lack of self-esteem and 

their feelings of being stigmatised as a result of being a young mother. They also felt they 

were forced into adulthood maybe before they were prepared for it. Several of the young 

mothers had no real experience of adolescence as such and having to behave as adults and 

mothers was difficult, as several still required a high level of parental support themselves.  

Participating in two life domains simultaneously, that of being a mother and a youth, therefore 

created tensions.  

For all of the young mothers entering the case study projects represented a key biographical 

turning point in their lives, however several had individually maintained their motivation prior 

to entry by re-engaging in learning activities, for example, becoming involved in voluntary 

youth work or taking part in short educational courses. As one young mother states ‘I just 

wanted to learn – it was only an introduction to computers.’ (A, ‘Lifting the Limits’, 23, 

female, P.4. line 3). Another young mother who took part in learning activities prior to entry 

on the project claimed that her biography at that time appeared to be unstructured ‘ I had been 

going back and trying to get courses and stuff, but I had nothing to tie them all together, and I 

would say just about a month before, I had an interview in a community project, and 

whenever I looked at my own application form I was going like  -  look how haphazard it’s 

been. I knew that I was working towards getting back to work, but I just couldn’t get there’ 

(C, ‘Lifting the Limits’ 25, female, P. 4. line 3). 

For the remainder of the sample, transitions have been relatively smooth prior to entry on the 

project, a turning point is simply not mentioned. Their biographies are marked with events, 

illness in the family, passing their driving test, however none of these  events were the 

identified as turning points.      

  

4.2 Experiences of support prior to project entry. 

In terms of support from the schools career service most of the young people were of mixed 

opinion of the level of support it offered or did not avail of it at all. In the case of some of the 
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males this could be because their attendance at school was so poor they weren’t there at the 

times it was available or on offer. Among those who did have experience, the findings were 

mixed. One young man reports his experience as particularly negative ‘You know I would say 

I wanted to be a mechanic and they’d go, ‘You have no hope, son, you’ll never be anything 

…’ (P. Opportunity Youth, male, 19, p.4, line 15) One young woman with learning 

difficulties, who knew she wanted to do child care and was seeking help in how to get there 

was put off by her careers advisor as he told her that her English (reading and writing) wasn’t 

good enough to pass the course. She went against his advice and she was accepted for the 

course but has found it difficult with regard to her literacy skills.  By contrast, others stated 

that career sessions in school gave them opportunity to learn how to write letters to 

employers, to learn how to fill in application forms and practice interview skills and this they 

had found a helpful experience. Most of the young people however, talk about their 

biographical decisions in terms of further education and future employment having to be 

made within a framework of restricted pathways and always on highly segregated gender lines 

i.e. girls hairdressing, males woodwork or plumbing. The young men from Belfast report that 

when they visited the Employment centre they were offered two options; either to join the 

army or go on a training course, neither option inspired them. On entering the training course 

they found that the options they wanted weren’t available to them and they ended up on a 

course they didn’t wanted to be on. Transition steps for some young people is therefore just 

the next conveyor belt you get on.   

Experience of other institutions outside the educational system are few, however, one young 

man talked about visiting a Family Planning Centre for advice and information on sexually 

transmitted diseases and how he felt the staff were very dismissive towards him, ’they didn’t 

want to know – they handed me a few leaflets’  (P. Opportunity Youth, male, 19, p.7, line 17).   

Experiences of school were mixed as well, several had experienced smooth non eventful 

transitions whereas others found the whole experience a ‘waste of time, worst years of your 

life’.   ‘He was in the bottom of the class (his friend), I was in the bottom class, it was only the 

top two classes that had anything. The snobs if you like’  

Others like some of the young mothers, and one young male due to his behavioural problems, 

either experienced interruptions to their school careers or were asked to leave.       

Most young people unless prompted did not mention ‘support’ from parents. In several cases 

this may be because parents were estranged from each other. Those young people in 

Opportunity Youth who did mention their parents said they were in favour of them going to 

the project:  
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‘They thought that was good, all the work there. They said at least you know about drugs and 

that there’(Lynsay, Female, 18 p 9. line 16.)   Evidence of support to the young mums was 

more visible as many of their parents looked after their children while they attended the 

project. 

 

5. Case Studies analysis  

5.1 Introduction 

For the case study analysis, a number of methodological approaches were adopted: 

• interviews with project participants – through focus group and individual interviews  

• document analysis –annual reports, promotional material, evaluations 

• Interviews with ‘external experts’ and project workers (full list of ‘expert’ 

interviewees is contained in Annex 1)    

• Video documentation by young people 

 

5.2 Case Study 1: Lifting the Limits – A Community Leadership Programme for Young 

Mothers. 

5.2.1 Description 

‘Lifting the Limits’ a community leadership programme is a year long innovative programme 

for young mothers aged 16-25 from Armagh, and surrounding rural areas developed by Youth 

Action Northern Ireland, as part of its Lifting the Limits Initiative. The first programme of its 

type was run in 1999 although several developments have been introduced (Information 

Computer Technology training) in subsequent years, in response to feedback from the 

evaluation of the initial programme. The programme aims to support the inclusion of young 

mothers into future employment by providing them with the opportunity to undertake a 

training and employment programme which is geared to their needs. As an integrated training 

and employment programme it combines theoretical models and practical skills with on going 

work experience and in this sense it is unique within the voluntary sector. It also seeks to 

stimulate and contribute to community development in areas of social exclusion and 

disadvantage. In this programme participants did this by recruiting and delivering the Moving 

On Programme to other young mothers. Two peer support workers (former participants of the 

Moving On Programme) were employed on the programme to support participants in their 

learning and outreach work in the community.  
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The Community Leadership Programme is a recognised City and Guilds qualification 

equivalent to NVQ Level 3. Successful completion of this qualification enables participants to 

seek entry to the Diploma in Higher Education in Community Youth Work, Diploma in 

Higher Education in Social Work, BSc. Social Work and BSc. (Hons) Community 

Development. The integrated ICT training component of the programme includes the 

European Computer Driving Licence, internet and web design. 

Those who leave education early, particularly those who have left with little or no 

qualifications can find themselves disadvantaged in the labour market. Teenage pregnancy is 

one of the main reasons for girls leaving school without qualifications and the Community 

Leadership Programme for Young Mothers is one measure aimed at addressing some of these 

difficulties and enabling young mothers to overcome barriers to education, training and 

employment.   

To be considered for the programme the young women had to meet the following criteria: 

basic literacy, interpersonal skills, and knowledge of the basic aims of the programme and 

issues facing young mothers, enthusiasm, commitment and a belief in the ability to develop 

oneself and communities. In order to facilitate their entry onto the programme and to ensure a 

high completion rate, the specific needs of young mothers were taken into account. Particular 

features, which addressed these needs include: 

• Reduced working hours of 25 per week 

• A salary of  £5821.20 (approximately 8,400 euros) per annum, to allow young mothers 

to take up employment and move out of benefit dependency 

• Contribution towards childcare and travel  

Making the transition from benefits to employment is a complex process and one that can be 

frightening for young mothers. In order to assist this transition the programme arranged for 

the young mothers to have access to information and advice on benefits before the programme 

started by arranging for relevant statutory agencies to come to the centre the programme was 

being run from. 

Plans to run a further Community Leadership Programme have been postponed due to the 

difficulty in obtaining funding – a shortfall of £30,000. Difficulties have been compounded 

further as the premises, (which were made available to them by the local  Education 

Authority), where the project was based in now have to be vacated.   
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5.2.2 Analysis 

Participation 

As with many powerful and popular concepts, ‘participation’ is used to describe many 

different relationships and activities. Willow (1997) argues that there is no one way of 

involving young people and methods must be tailored to the needs and priorities of those 

involved.  Green (1999) advocates a distinction between consultation and participation, 

arguing that consultation is a chance to express views and opinions whereas participation a 

more active involvement in deciding which issues are important enough to be consulted upon 

on the first place.  

The model illustrated below displays the degrees of participation in a non-linear rather than 

hierarchical layout, in the recognition that approaches may vary dependent on the needs of the 

young people and the project.      
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From the perspective of the young mothers participation was not only about coming to the 

project and being taught or going out and working with other young mothers in the 

community, it was about being able to help form the project and to have a say in the decision 

making of the project. They were also encouraged to attend meetings regarding other projects 

within the agency and contribute through discussion to their development.   It was also about 

being an employee and being treated as an equal, which increased their status in their own 

eyes and in the eyes of others. This active participation aspect of the programme was very 

important for all the young mothers’ as they believed that it affected how people saw them 

and reacted to them.  ‘Adult initiated, shared decision with young people’ would be best fit in 

this instance   

The project director gives a clear account as to what the concept of participation means in 

terms of the programme: 

‘… for us it means that these young people are adults and that they have a right to determine 

the programmes that they engage in – to shape them- the methods the facilitators use respect 

the young people around the table and their experiences, and that they are leading the youth 

led programmes. Because if its not and young people don’t feel that their views are valued 

and respected and that the programme has been not been shaped by what they are saying, 

they are not going to engage. (‘Lifting the Limits’, Executive Director, female, p.10, line 7)    

 

It is important to note that as a result of the infrastructure that has been built (based on 

recommendations from previous participants) the ‘barriers’ to participation were removed in 

the first place.  The design of the programme provided the young women opportunity for 

participation by offering space for varying kinds of psychological and learning experiences, 

within a framework of support.  Due to the careful selection of participants at the outset, 

combined with the fact that the nature and timing of the programme was largely congruent to 

the needs of the young mothers, a high level of participation was almost guaranteed.   

The organisation as a whole was extremely positive about the process and impact of the 

young women make on decision making. The project manager said the involvement of the 

young mothers had improved some aspects of their organisations internal decision making 

processes, for example in identifying gaps/modifying delivery and in developing more 

appropriate structures, policies and procedures.      
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Motivation 

In terms of motivation the external experts would argue that if you have all the components in 

place; if you can sort out the support networks – childcare and travel expenses and the young 

women know it doesn’t affect their income- the young women are highly motivated 

individuals. The programme is tailor made to suit their needs which sets it apart from 

programmes like new Deal and other programmes in the voluntary sector, there is an equality 

in relationship - they are not trainees, they are employees of the organisation and now free of 

the benefit system, all those things lead young mothers to be very, very motivated.   

Once the conditions for participation have been set in place motivational levels are high for 

several reasons. These include the high levels of support that are built into the programme at 

every level, not only from the peer educators, (who as former participants are proof/evidence 

of what can be achieved thereby increasing their desire to succeed) but also from the project 

manager. This support was not mono dimensional, tied to programme issues only, but 

multidimensional, as it extended to all other aspects of their lives.  Other factors such as the 

children of the young mothers drove the young mothers on as they wished to be able to 

provide for them and be free of the benefit system.    

One young mother spoke of how she had witnessed the development of young mothers on her 

course and of how this empowering experience increased her expectations, motivation and 

commitment to the programme.           

Therefore we can state that based very much on the basis of youth work principles, of 

participation of the young mothers themselves; empowerment; equality and thrust of training 

which was informal - participative and experiential learning, a framework of support, coupled 

with strong intrinsic motivation (stemming from the desire to succeed for their own children) 

the pedagogy of desire, young mothers were highly motivated to stick with the project. 

 

Learning 

As several of the young mothers had negative experiences of the formal school system it was 

important that there was a diversity of learning experiences built into the programme; to give 

them more of the same is unlikely to succeed. Consequently the different activities in which 

the young mothers are involved in were designed to offer, what Hansen et al (2003) refers to 

as, ‘differing learning environments, with distinct “opportunity structures” for development 

and growth’ this is in addition to achieving a formal educational qualification that will 

enhance future employment and further education prospects.  
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One of the features of this programme was the very close relationship between the theory 

covered in the training/education component and the work practice.  Benefits accrued from 

the actual experience of employment and on being able to implement what was learned in 

training were regarded as a big bonus by the young mothers (this was to a large extent 

facilitated by the length of the programme). The fact the trainees went out and trained other 

young mothers in the community also created the space for  interpersonal development 

experiences such as leadership skills and linkages to the community, as well  as initiative 

skills such as problem solving.         

A strong emphasis on personal, rather than just skills, development plays an integral part of 

the programme. Through the use of regular group discussions the young women are afforded 

the opportunity to develop these skills. As young mothers lives are multidimensional the 

opportunity to openly express their needs and perceptions, to discuss problems, to be listened 

to and to be appreciated for themselves, rather than somebody’s mother, daughter, sister, 

partner all helped to create an atmosphere of solidarity and trust.           

The notions of peer support and peer education have been crucial in the Community 

Leadership Programme. Not only were the young mothers peer educators for other young 

mothers, but, they in turn received support and training from two peer support workers, who 

had themselves been through the programme.  

We were very supportive of each other all the time. There was a few of us went through 

different things during the project, you know, outside of work, and suppose everyone was 

always involved in supporting each other, so we did work well as a group. It’s strange to put 

eight people in a room and eleven counting, you know, the peer support workers, and all just 

get on really well – I’ve never seen it in my life!’(A   ‘Lifting the Limits, female, p.12, line 1). 

This cascading model of peer education has been very effective within the programme as it 

provides the context for a vast amount of informal learning to take place at a tacit level (as 

Hall et al states  ‘more is caught then explicitly taught’ ) and as safe environment for trust to 

develop, as well as acting as a strong motivational factor.  

This holistic approach means that on leaving the programme they will be more equipped to 

cope with the challenges that face them in their personal and working lives.     

Throughout the programme the young mothers were encouraged to reflect on and access their 

own learning. In doing so they were able to identify biographical (focal) turning points which 

in turn reinforced their motivational levels. For example, Colette (who had always wanted to 

do a degree in youth work) felt she never achieved quite her full potential at school, as she 

regularly had to take time off to look after her invalid mother. After finishing school Colette 
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left her home town and went to work in the bars and cafes of Belfast for a period. During this 

time she was also involved in voluntary youth work. A year later she returned to her parental 

home and became involved in voluntary youth work again for a short while as her first child 

was expected soon. However, whenever her son was approximately one year old she became 

actively involved in youth work once again: 

‘I started a youth organisation in one of the housing estates across the road and I lived and 

breathed it for about three years-really took it up from nothing and built it up, and through 

that I’ve done counselling’. 

This was followed by a period of paid employment in youth work and re-engagement with 

formal education (she undertook an A level in a Women’s Centre). In her interview she was 

able to identify these (learning?) processes, as ’stepping stones ‘ towards her original intended 

vocational trajectory. Entry onto the project didn’t change her original trajectory, however, it 

took her from a relatively random trajectory (mixtures of employment experiences) to a 

relatively fixed/stable and directional one, organised around her future way of life (career). 

Entry onto the project had allowed her to hook up a sequence of trajectory structures into her 

life course which in turn increased her motivational levels as she now saw a ‘clear pathway’ 

to her goal.          

By contrast, Lydia, who had been on benefits and living alone since the age of sixteen, was 

fully aware of the restrictions her personal situation had placed on her opportunities in terms 

of getting any job/career.  However, when reflecting on her past (a de-motivating experience), 

she was able to identify the first turning point -when she read the advertisement for the CLP – 

it was then that she realised that an opportunity did exist for her to take a new direction in her 

life.  Lydia was also able to identify other experiences which had increased her motivation 

when she was actively engaged in the project. She recalls the first time being faced with 

having to take a group of young women in her local community for training and of how 

daunting she found this whole prospect ‘It was a big ‘no way’ …I didn’t think I could do it, 

and right up until we began the group I was, like, I cannot do this – this is just to much…” (L. 

Lifting the Limits’, (23), female, p.7, line 5)    She explains that she surprised herself ‘it felt 

amazing that I could do that’ (p.6 line 14) and of how that increased her motivation to 

continue “being able to do that I suppose showed me that I could do everything I wanted to 

do, despite having a child” (p.8, line 9.)     

As a result of their experiences of education/training and work, their experiences of 

friendship, which are the natural contexts in which citizenship skills are acquired, the young 
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women recognise and acknowledge that they now have, or regained, the opportunity for full 

participation in society.   

‘It has given me a sense of independence and shown me that I have a choice in how I live my 

life.’ (A,’Lifting the Limits’ 23, female, p.27, line 25.)   

 

5.3 Case Study 2: Opportunity Youth 

5.3.1 Description 

Established in 1993 Opportunity Youth is a multidisciplinary team delivering a health, social 

and personal development and a community relation’s programme to marginalised and 

vulnerable young people in training organisation throughout Belfast and more recently, a 

number of colleges throughout Northern Ireland. The target group are mainly 16 – 18year olds 

Jobskills access trainees. These young people are generally from the lower socio-economic 

groups and have varied abilities from the very limited to the exceptionally talented. The 

majority are already habitual risk-takers in the areas of sexual activity, drug and substance 

abuse, petty crime, joy-riding and gambling. Many of them have a heightened sense of apathy 

and a lack of self-esteem and self-confidence – and many of them live in areas that have a 

level of deprivation, including endemic unemployment, and have in addition, experienced 

some of the worst violence in the last thirty years. 

There had been for some considerable time, concern regarding the attitudes of young people 

in Northern Ireland in relation to health awareness, and research undertaken by the Project 

Steering Group indicated that adolescent health and social problems were negatively 

impacting on the successful assimilation of training: for example, attendance was adversely 

affected by substance abuse and teenage pregnancy.  The programme was set up to address 

these risk-taking behaviours including the use and misuse of alcohol and illicit drugs, 

joyriding and early sexual experimentation. The programme is built on the development of 

life and social skills to allow young people to make better and informed choices about their 

future. 

The methodology and the ethos is peer education, recognising that many of these young 

people have less than positive experiences of authority figures. The primary and most formal 

method for delivering the programme is through group-work where young people are given 

the opportunity to look closely at issues that were around for them in respect of risk taking 

behaviours and lifestyles right through the holistic health and social well-being continuum. 

The group-work is formal in that there is a set membership, there are recognised group 

facilitators- generally peer educators – and the group has to draw up a contract in relation to 
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the rules and behaviours that the members agree to follow. In addition to this a counselling 

and information service on a referral or opportunistic basis is offered.   

The project was funded initially for three years through local a local regeneration initiative 

‘Making Belfast Work’ followed by one years money from Peace and Reconciliation funding, 

and now through the European Structural Fund (ESF) new programme Building Sustainable 

Prosperity and that funding is up until March 2004. As from September 2002 the programme 

received increased public matched funding from the Department of Education and Learning 

for the first time which allowed them to roll out the programme regionally, but only working 

with Jobskills access. That roll out will be complete by 2005.  By that stage the ESF will be 

finished however, the Department of Education and Learning will then contract them and pay 

the full costs of the regional model. It cost approximately £400 (€ 580) per trainee per year. 

The Department of Employment and Learning are very clearly backing the programme, 

whereas before the training organisations could decide for them selves if they wanted to 

volunteer or not – the situation is now that if the training organisations don’t bring in 

Opportunity Youth they will have to offer a similar programme at their own cost.       

 

5.3.2 Analysis 

Participation 

‘For a lot of them participating in the programme means they get out of training’ 

(Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p.9, line 2) this statement, made by the director of the 

programme and it is a situation that is widely recognised and accepted by all those who work 

on the programme.  

‘You are always going to find your dissenters; you are always going to find kids that are only 

there for the beer or whatever, but I have no difficulty with that, because if they are in the 

room they’re obviously going to get some trickle of information which they can use later’ 

(Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p 8. line 39).  

‘I mean people will be there for different reasons, will have different motivators.’   

If they start to participate, obviously their learning through other’s experiences and their 

own…information that’s important and skills that are important and they are transferable 

into their working lives, their personal lives’ (Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p, 8, line 

2). 

The young people are offered the opportunity for active participation through group 

discussions, where they are encouraged to take control of their groups and to develop their 

competencies.  ‘Even if they say really mad or bad things that can be challenged in a positive 
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way where they don’t feel completely put down or intimidated or patronised which many of 

them have experienced before’  (Oportunity Youth, Project Worker, p.8 line 18.)    The young 

people themselves talked about the positive developmental experiences that occurred as a 

result of this activity, such as, increased self esteem, increased confidence and consideration 

for others  ‘I respect people more – used to walk down the road and wouldn’t have even said 

hello to anybody, but now you respect other people, so you do.’ (S. Opportunity Youth, male, 

19, p. Male, p.10. line 1). 

The projects workers also commented on the benefits of this type of participation ‘What you 

then find is then through the process is that social skills are developing, confidence 

developing, participation developing – ‘ (Opportunity Youth, Project worker, female, p.7, line 

21). The development of life and social skills through active participation allows the young 

people to make better and more informed choice about their futures.   

‘There are people who do not believe that personal development is as important as any other 

type of growth. I would suggest that it is one of the most important areas and that life skills is 

very important –particularly for this target group – because they essentially do not have the 

same coping mechanisms, the same skills development as a lot more motivated, confident 

young people would have.’ (Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p. 9, line 11). In terms of 

the circle of participation ‘Assigned but informed ‘would be best fit. 

 

Motivation 

Project workers state that it can be very difficult to motivate the young people: 

 ‘The young people feel they are failures coming into the training and a lot of them view an 

NVQ as going Nowhere Very Quickly. In that regard it is very difficult to motivate them and 

we have difficulties with that – if they don’t have the motivation they won’t participate – 

they’ll sit there and go” this is crap- I don’t want to be here.” They’ll go out on their tea 

break and they’ll smoke a couple of joints and just go off their head – that’s the reality’. 

(Opportunity Youth, Project Worker, female, p. 2. line 23).   

From the moment the young person enters the project their motivation levels are worked on 

through encouragement, support and recognition of achievement.  The focus is always on the 

young person; where are you going? Have you got an action plan for yourself? How are you 

going to get there? Who is going to help you?  When do you think you will need help?  One 

participant commented that he thought the sessions helped him ‘cause they tell you where you 

are going’, a recognition not only of the need to plan for the future but of the existence of a 
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future life which is amenable to being influenced by the thoughts and action of the young 

man.  

The word ‘support’ was often mentioned by the young people throughout the interviews. It 

was clear that they appreciated the fact that support was available for them either inside the 

project or outside the project and this in turn acted as a motivational factor for young people; 

the fact that someone was there for them and would listen to them and not be judgemental. 

The young people viewed the workers not as some authoritarian figure but as their friends, 

some they could trust and talk to in confidence.   

 

Learning   

Feetham (2000) argues that attempts to re-engage into learning must start with by building on 

the needs and interests of the people themselves.  The programme delivered by Opportunity 

Youth to the young people is specifically built round young people’s needs and all the issues 

covered are issues that affect a high percentage of young people.  

‘ we have from confidence building right through to going for an interview for a job,  how 

misusing drugs and alcohol can affect your life, parenting skills… it’s a mixture of 

information and skills, so its all about building their own skills’ (Opportunity Youth, Project 

Worker, female, p.7, line 21). 

It would appear that the pedagogical method adopted in this programme is the constructivist 

approach to education, an approach that is characterised by the following elements: education 

is focused on stimulating pupils’ holistic development by taking their needs and interests into 

account; cultural, social and attainment diversity is accepted and, the young persons ’ Out-of-

school’ culture plays a central part in the programme and classroom activities.  For example, 

the young people are asked to consider issues such as; the ramifications of independent living, 

the implications of licit and illicit drugs use and its implications on personal and career 

development, of how effective communication and assertiveness can enhance personal and 

professional relationships and what skills are necessary to deal with aggressive behaviour.  

Methods employed by the peer educators to assess the young peoples increased awareness and 

knowledge in these areas includes: group discussions, quizzes, word exploration, 

questionnaires and role-play. 

Both formal and informal learning takes place within the project.  Most of the young people in 

the project left the formal education system with very basic (if any) literacy and numeracy 

skills and this aspect of learning takes place within formalised classes. However, the 

difference from the formal education system is that traditional approaches allow little 
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opportunity for young people to choose either the themes to be studied or the activities to 

carried out, and little attention is paid to themes and activities which could be of interest to 

young people for personal or social reasons.   

Autonomous learning is also encouraged, autonomous learning relates to work undertaken 

outside of taught sessions. It can include written work and research of issues, topics and 

appropriate resources and agencies.   

In terms of informal learning the project has provided the young people with opportunities to 

review their own values in a critical context and to perceive a greater variety of adult role 

models; for example young men have an opportunity to experience masculine models which 

are not predicated on the values they encounter in the mass culture of videos or across the 

community sub-cultures. It is also recognised within the project that some of learning 

outcomes from these processes may take time to internalise: 

‘I mean, it’s adolescence, it’s a formative time, it’s people making connections and fitting 

pieces of the jigsaw in place which will not all come together until maybe they’re in their 

early or mid-20’s or maybe later for some’ (Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p. 9, line 3).       

Opportunities for socialising within the project are clearly valued by the young people and 

which the providers try to structure through various activities (ice skating). While providers 

do not describe these as ‘socialisation strategies’ those individuals who do not conform, are 

likely to excluded from the group often with the agreement of the rest of the group. 

One of the approaches adopted by the peer educators has been to encourage the young people 

to assume responsibility for their behaviour and actions in order to make them aware that 

autonomy arises from their own process of decision-making. In one session, it was noted that 

several young men had become very ‘boisterous’ during the showing of a video and the 

educator immediately conveyed to the group that they should leave the session if they did not 

wish to participate. 

‘In doing this I turned the ownership back on the young men and in turn got the few who were 

messing about to stop and we continued with the video and we had no more problems’ 

(Opportunity Youth, Peer Educator, male, p.5, line 17).  

 

Peer Educators  

Peer education impacts on the young people’s personal, vocational and personal development 

and therefore employability, by assisting in improving the confidence, motivation and self-

esteem of the individual. A positive relationship with the peer educators is crucial for the 

participation and motivation levels of the young people. ‘Everything we do is based around 
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building their confidence and self-esteem, no matter what kid of topic you are doing. We go in 

there with a positive attitude towards the young people and push them and tell them they have 

got potential – its all based around building their self-confidence – just in the way you speak 

to them, your attitudes towards them and offering support and offering help and being there 

for them’ (Opportunity Youth, Peer Educator, female, p3. line 16). Through peer education 

the young people are empowered to take responsibility for their learning and explore their 

potential. Informal education is primarily concerned with helping some of the most vulnerable 

to take control of their own lives.  

 

Biographical Learning 

Clearly, not every young person was ‘touched’ by the programme as there was varying levels 

of participation. Those who engaged in the programme, could at the end recognise the 

biographical learning that took place and this empowered them for their next transitional 

steps. Others (mainly males) refused to acknowledge that they learnt anything, however, at a 

later stage in their lives they revisit this conclusion.        

 

6. Success 

6.1 Lifting the Limits 

A combination of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ indicators can be used to measure the CLP programme in 

terms of success. Hard indicators include the number of women successfully obtaining the 

award, the number of women entering employment or further/higher education. All of the 

above indicate the extent to which the programme has successfully developed in participants 

personal, professional and ICT skills; increased their desire and ability of the young women to 

be in employment and facilitated their progression into employment of further 

education/training and enabled them to contribute to their local communities. 

Soft indicators include the views of the participants, peer support workers and the Southern 

Education and Library Board representative obtained through the interviews.  These 

indicators help to determine the success of the programme in addressing the barriers and 

inequalities facing young mothers and the effectiveness of the model of partnership and peer 

education developed. However, both ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ indicators are inter-related. Thus the 

number of participants completing the award and progressing to employment or to further 

education is an indirect measure of the extent to which the programme has been successful in 

addressing barriers and inequalities. 
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The views of the young mothers in relation to all aspects of the programme indicate that the 

programme has had a major positive impact on their lives. Participants have expressed their 

own development both professionally and personally. Gaining confidence in themselves and 

their abilities has been a core theme running throughout the interviews. This is the keystone to 

overcoming psychological barriers that prevent people from seeking employment and 

educational opportunities.  The high ratio of participants entering employment and Higher 

Education demonstrates that the programme’s success in overcoming these barriers is not a 

one-off but rather offers a long-term solution to engaging socially excluded young mothers in 

work and education.   

The model of peer education adopted by the programme has been very successful, both in 

terms of the peer–support workers training young mothers on the CLP and the use of the 

cascading principle, to enable the CLP participants to act as peer educators for other young 

mothers in the Moving On Programme. The views of all those connected with and involved in 

the programme highlight the strength of this model of peer education.  

One of the success factors of this programme is in its design, it is completely designed with 

the needs of young mothers in mind which sets it apart from programmes like New Deal and 

other programmes in the voluntary sector  - it has this specific group in mind, and even down 

to travel expenses, childminding expenses, to the level of personal development support built 

into the programme – other voluntary groups maybe do some personal development work but 

not such formal work and not linked to formal qualifications and to work experience at a level 

which allows the participants to enter higher education.    

  

Weaknesses 

Paradoxically, one of the weaknesses of the programme is also one of its main attractions, in 

that its gives the participants specific experience and training in the field of youth work and it 

may be the case that not all young mothers may be attracted to work in this particular area. 

However, the principles and methods of this programme could be made available in a range of 

sectors, retail for example.  

A potential drawback of this programme suggested by a peer support worker was the cost of 

the programme. She felt very strongly that this programme should be made available to other 

young mothers but was concerned that this would not be possible due to the running costs and 

the difficulty in obtaining funding. However, as pointed out by one external expert is that 

whilst it may appear to be a costly programme at the outset, if the previous and ongoing costs 
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in benefits to participants is calculated and the prospect of many participants obtaining 

employment, this would certainly offset some of the initial outlay. 

Although the programme is particularly targeted at employment, all interviewees would not 

see this as being the only success criteria. There is success in terms of the participants 

confidence and their self esteem; their ability to assess problems and solve problems, 

completion of the NVQ system to Level 3 – that’s a success factor and then they make an 

informed decision as to where they want to go next.    

In terms the Director of the case study agency argues that the main difficulty lies in the fact 

that education and training responsibilities are split between different government 

departments in Northern Ireland (a feature similar to other parts of the UK).  This means that 

it is difficult to get formal recognition from the Department of Employment and Learning 

because the core department is the Department of Education (Department of Education 

responsible for Youth Policy 5 – 25 year olds) and they are uncomfortable about crossing the 

boundary of another department. The voluntary and Youth sector find it very difficult to 

convince the Department of Employment and Learning that these are recognised schemes and 

can be funded as opposed to some of the New Deal schemes or private training organisations 

that get substantial amounts of money from the department. Plenty of government policies 

exist to support social inclusion: Targeting Social Need (TSN), Teenage Pregnancy Strategy 

but the funding does not follow the policies. 

The ‘Lifting the Limits’ Community Leadership Programme for young mothers project is 

currently seeking further funding to recruit another batch of participants.. However, because 

of the insecure nature of funding in the voluntary and community sector, this is by no means 

certain. It would appear that once again the community and voluntary sector remain the “poor 

relation”, whilst exemplary practice virtually unheard of in the statutory sector that is in line 

with current government strategies runs the risk of falling by the wayside.  

 

6.2 Opportunity Youth 

In terms of what Opportunity Youth are trying to do – offer support to 

vulnerable/marginalized young people in making the transition from education to work- 

success can be measured by the number of young people who have successfully completed 

the course and gained a certificate in Life Skills. 

‘It is a measure of success if by Christmas you have a group of young people sitting in a 

group, who know how to behave in a group because at the beginning when we meet them they 
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don’t have any sense of group skills, of listening while other people are speaking, about how 

to behave – social skills are very limited’  (Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p.7. line 24).  

It can also be measured in terms of changes that have taken place in the young people’s 

values, attitudes and behaviour as these are measured both at the beginning of the programme 

and at the end of the programme and there is, we were told, an improvement in these areas. 

Granted attention to social and life skills training enables disadvantaged young people, to be 

more prepared for interviews, more aware of the expected behaviour in the workplace and the 

need to plan for their futures. Previous research of the programme found that participation in 

Opportunity Youth has a predictive relationship to outcomes such as reduced problem 

behaviour and staying in training - in the short term. 

‘I think it makes them a wholly better employable package which means it’s increasing their 

opportunities. And, I mean, that doesn’t necessarily mean from secondary school to physics – 

I don’t mean that – it’s just a small jump but it’s more than it would have been without it’ 

(Opportunity Youth, Director, female, p.9). 

How it impacts on enhancing their prospects of getting a job, we can only speculate, as so 

many other variables have to be taken into consideration, for example, the macro-economic 

context, the political context and the fact that there is generally other forms of labour supply 

which employers find more appropriate and acceptable.  Therefore, the current discourse 

around individual responsibility is misleading, in that it ignores the constraints on the choices 

available to young people. As Thomson et al (2002) points out young people are vulnerable to 

the decisions of adults – parents, and teachers as well as government agencies and employers 

– over which they have no control – as this research clearly shows. In a highly competitive 

world of employment where the demand is for more and more paper qualifications, it may be 

the case that these young people may remain marginalized unless the true source of their 

marginalisation, for example, the education system, is tackled. For the most part the   

curriculum is irrelevant to the needs of the school population. Clearly saying we are not 

getting young people ready for life and the way in which professionals are trained could be 

reviewed in terms of the pedagogy and the methodology and ideologies. The transition 

problems which are evident in the 16-18 age group are only symptomatic of earlier problems 

that started in school- once many of these young people reach the age of 13 or 14 with their 

limited educational capital there is very little chance of them making effective transitions 

thereafter, so that’s the real policy challenge. 
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Opportunity Youth has recently received funding from the Department of Employment and 

Learning to roll out their programme regionally, and obviously the volume of young people 

who will go through this programme will increase. Why have they funded this programme 

and not the CLP? One would suggest the main attractive feature of Opportunity Youth for the 

Department is that by contracting their services they can be seen to dealing with the issues of 

‘vulnerable young people’ and ‘social exclusion’ for very little money. Whereas the CLP 

which can provide hard evidence as to its effectiveness, is too expensive and only deals with 

small numbers of the ‘socially excluded’.  

 

7. Recommendations 

A number of recommendations can be made and are highlighted through the analysis of the 

case study projects. The two projects deal with very different client groups: the CLP project 

deals with a group of young women who have been disadvantaged through early motherhood 

and this has had a significant impact on their transitions. The majority of those participating 

however came to the project with at least some if not a significant amount of educational 

capital. In this respect the resource base of the participants is quite different from the 

participants in Opportunity Youth the majority of the participants can be characterised as 

having limited educational capital and many of whom have specific learning difficulties. 

Both these groups’ teenage parents and low educational attainers have been identified by 

government analyses as at risk of long-term social exclusion and at need of policy support. 

The CLP project clearly demonstrates its value in transforming the lives of these young 

women and in effect reverses a downward trajectory and a long-term reliance of benefits. The 

main drawback of the programme from an official policy perspective is cost and one that is 

likely to be set against short-term budgetary constraints and the limited number project 

participants that the CLP programme assists. Despite the innovative approach and success of 

this project the project currently faces an uncertain future as once again significant efforts are 

put into trying to secure a cocktail of funding from different institutions.  

In contrast Opportunity Youth is delivering a relatively low cost service to a large volume of 

participants and in this respect meets the short-term policy objectives of funders and has 

recently benefited from significant government funding to role the project out on a province 

wide basis. Whilst it would be unfair to judge the project against the success of the CLP, due 

to the very different client groups the immediate outcomes are clearly less tangible.  Clearly 

some of the participants benefited from the support the project provided, although the longer-

term benefits of the informal education in influencing the attitudes and risk behaviours of 
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these young people is less clear and cannot not be assessed through a study of this kind. The 

low expectations on which project workers define success highlights the nature of the client 

group and in many respects is trying to pick up the pieces of from an education system from 

which most of these young people had disengaged. 

 

The Need for a Longitudinal Approach 

The case studies highlight the need in the context of increasingly uncertain and fragmented 

transitions for policy evaluation to take a medium to long-term view of the benefits. There is a 

tendency for policy to weigh short-term benefits against immediate cost. A key 

recommendation in this respect is that policy needs to a longer-term fiscal view of project 

benefits. Many of these young women, without the opportunity of participation, were likely to 

remain on benefits the cost of participation while high in the short-term is likely to lead to 

significant savings to the state when assessed on a long-term or even medium term basis.  

This also highlights the importance of longitudinal research in assessing the benefits of 

projects of this kind. 

 

The Need for a Joined-up Youth Policy 

The UK as a whole is characterised by a lack of a coherent Youth Policy as aspects of policy 

are fragmented across different government departments. In Northern Ireland, like the rest of 

the UK the Department of Education has responsibility for school based education up to the 

age 18 and Youth work policy up to the age of 25, the Department of Employment and 

Learning on the other hand is responsible for non-school based education from the age of 16, 

(further and higher education), vocational training and schemes for the unemployed e.g. New 

Deal.  

Although the UK governments Social Exclusion Unit, based in London, has had some success 

in encouraging joined up thinking in relation to youth policy and promoting an 

interdepartmental approach to disadvantaged young people in England and Wales, from the 

case studies presented it would appear to be having relatively little influence on regional 

policy in Northern Ireland. The introduction of a youth support service to Northern Ireland, 

such as the Connexions Service in England and Wales, may help to focus coherence across 

current service boundaries so that someone has an overview of the whole of a young person’s 

needs. However, there is strong evidence that the Connexions Service in its current format is 

unlikely to survive, as there is recognition that things may not be working as well as planned. 

Furthermore, even if it were to be reformed, Northern Ireland tends to lag behind by several 
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years in terms of policy development. One way forward however, may be to make specific 

funding available, outside of mainstream budgets that can be bid for by inter-departmental 

policies and groups to support innovative projects that fall between individual departmental 

interests. Without financial support valuable projects will fall by the wayside even when they 

are successfully addressing key government priorities and the ability of projects to develop 

long-term planning and build on their success is undermined. The Minister for Education 

recently made a statement that his Department was committed to creating broader access for 

routes for young people into higher education and targeting social needs – and in the same 

week they have wiped out a whole series of projects that does that very task.   

Not only has the salience for a holistic approach to the development of youth policy been 

highlighted but also the importance of a holistic approach to delivery of policy. Participation 

needs to be conceived in a broader sense than participation in the programme, in so far as the 

broader needs of participants are also concerned. The holistic approach that has been 

developed through the CLP programme, highlights the success in the removal of barriers from 

participation in the programme, in particular the removal of the financial barriers to 

participation.   
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Appendix 1: List of ‘Expert’ Interviewees  

 

Case Study 1: ‘Lifting the Limits’ Community Leadership Programme. 

 

• Representative from Funding Agency (Female) 

• Director of Case Study Agency (Female) 

• Board Member of Case Study Agency and Lecturer in Policy Studies at the University 

of Ulster (Female)     

• Project Manager who was on secondment from one the funding bodies (Female) 

• Peer Educator and previous participant in ‘Lifting the Limits’(Female) 

• Peer educator and previous participant in ‘Lifting the Limits’ 

 

Case Study 2: Opportunity Youth  

  

• Lecturer in Youth Work at the University of Ulster (Male) 

• An economic consultant with an expertise in youth labour market (Male). 

• Project co-ordinator of Case Study Agency (Female) 

• Manager in Case Study Agency (Male) 

• Peer educator in case study agency (Male) 

• Peer educator in case study agency (Female) 
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