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CURRENT DEBATES

Global youth work: education for social
change
Development education is more than a simple learning
process about the wider world: ‘It is value laden and
recognises that development educationalists believe in the
principles of fairness, tolerance, justice, equity and co-
operation.’ (Bourn and McCollum, 1995: 19). As global
youth work has been integrated into the stable of
development education, a strong tradition of putting these
principles into action has emerged. Global youth work is an
educational process to bring about social change. Indeed, it
explicitly aims to ‘encourage social justice’ and support
young people’s ‘active participation in actions that bring
about change towards greater equity and justice’ (Adams
2000: 4). Global youth work recognises that participants are
not just tomorrow’s leaders but today’s citizens, capable and
entitled to take action on global issues. 

The drive for accreditation
However, the values of global youth work are being
challenged by changing policies in the wider youth work
landscape. This government has undertaken the most
proactive review of youth work for many years. Its
Transforming Youth Work agenda (see: DfEE 2001; DfES
2002) and wider changes to child and youth policy, such as
the recent youth green paper (DfES  2005), have introduced
a raft of new initiatives, priorities and expectations for the
youth service. A key priority has been a growing expectation
of accredited outcomes for youth work participants. The
government now expects 60% of all youth work participants
to gain a ‘recorded outcome’ and 30% to gain accredited
outcomes from their engagement with the youth work
process (DfES 2002) (for definitions see: NYA 2005). Local
youth services are being restructured and resources
redistributed to facilitate accreditation (Merton et al
2004:89). This is putting pressure on practitioners of global
youth work to change their practice to make it fit national
priorities. 

Accreditation: leading to education as
banking?
This increasing focus on accreditation changes the nature of
youth work and our relationship with young people. It: 

substantially increases the pressure to formalise the tasks
of workers within youth services and to take them away
from the sorts of open-ended conversations, activities and
relationships that defined the work in much of the

twentieth century. The overall result is an alteration in the
balance of work within youth services between the formal
and the informal. (Smith 2003: 48)

The government is pushing the role of youth worker further
away from informal education and further in to pseudo-
schooling. Accepting this, I will now sketch out a number of
concerns about the impact this will have on global youth
work specifically.

Global youth work’s roots in education for social change,
where young people are constructed as citizens able to
critically affect on their world, is being replaced by a new
policy rhetoric. The transforming youth work agenda is
recasting global youth work in a move towards a banking
process where ‘passive’ young people become ‘containers,’
to be ‘filled’ with knowledge. Youth workers do not become
the supporters, challengers and conversationalists of young
people – they become the depositor of specific knowledge
and skills. The scope of action allowed to the young people
as containers extends only as far as receiving, filing and
storing these deposits (Freire 1970: 53). They become unable
to reflect, act or change behaviour because of their learning.
Accreditation becomes the accepted, codified label to record
what knowledge has been deposited in the young people. 

Freire questions who benefits from such a shift in
learning. He suggests that under education as banking young
people ‘receive’ the world as a passive entity; they remain
passive and are therefore more adaptable to the wider world.
They become better placed to ‘fit’ into the world around
them (1970: 57). They stop questioning, they stop
campaigning, they stop their pursuit of social justice. In
short, by codifying, accrediting and changing global youth
work, we stunt the growth of young people’s activism. We
stunt their desire for social change. The danger being that
this stops being global youth work as we know it.

Furthermore, accreditation is eroding the fundamentally
important role of relationship building and of process
between worker and young person. Instead of building an
ongoing relationship with a young person and using this to
support a process of learning, youth workers have to segment
their relationships with young people to ensure certain
outcomes are achieved.

Impact for global youth work
Whilst Friere’s insights and Smith’s critique of these changes
hold many lessons for the global youth work practitioner, the
reality of the situation ensures that the drive for accreditation
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is here to stay. For those in the statutory sector, and
increasingly those in the voluntary sector reliant on state
support (NYA 2005: 8), if we want to receive resources and
support we must ensure that our work leads to ‘recorded
outcomes’ and towards accreditation. We should also note
that this is not an exclusively top down process. The sense of
achievement and value that accreditation gives to some
young people is immeasurable – although we need research
to further understand why. 

The challenge for us as practitioners is to find the balance
between the necessity of accreditation and our commitment
to the values of global youth work. How can we facilitate
young people’s accreditation without stunting our mutual
desire for social change? To answer this question we firstly
need to understand the specific challenges that accreditation
has for global youth work, beyond the theoretical issues
offered earlier. 

Firstly, at the time of writing, there are few accredited
national global youth work programmes. Those that are
available are run by national voluntary youth organisations
with minimal resources to offer the courses regularly and to
all the young people who may want to participate. This has
led to an increasing number of locally accredited award
schemes and even youth workers creating their own
certification when they perceive an outcome has been
reached. Whilst some young people value these, there is little
motivation for others to work towards what they perceive as
‘two bit’ certification – the increasing number of ‘awards
and certificates of little worth and meaning’ (Smith 2003
47). 

Furthermore, where accreditation is available it can often
be academic in nature, requiring high levels of literacy in
order to evidence the learning outcomes achieved. This can
be a major barrier for many young people with whom the
youth service is in contact. Low levels of literacy and the
chaotic nature of many young people’s lives mean they do
not have the capacity or time to achieve an accredited
outcome. 

Secondly, many generic youth workers lack confidence in
delivering global youth work. Their own lack of knowledge
about the wider world and the best methods to use in
supporting young people to explore it, act as a gatekeeper to
young people’s access to  global youth work. If their workers
lack knowledge, skills, resources and confidence in
addressing these issues, a global youth work process
becomes unavailable to young people. I would suggest that
this confidence will not be raised with the added expectation
to ‘deliver’ young people who have gained an accredited
outcome. Whilst there has been a growing emphasis on

strengthening initial youth work training to give practitioners
the tools to deliver global youth work, more support for this
needs to be developed. 

Thirdly, we are moving to a situation where young people
could be seen as ‘failing’ a global youth work process. Two
young people engaging in an accredited global youth work
programme could receive different levels of accreditation
based on their (in)ability to explain, for example, the impact
of global debt. We must ensure that accreditation does not
need evidence of ability to regurgitate facts, but recognises
young people’s ability to critically reflect on the world
around them and to plan their own course of action around
global issues. 

The way forward
We need to build the number of accredited global youth
work programmes that youth workers feel confident to
deliver, that young people value and which they would want
to participate in. There is a need to develop clear guidelines
as to how accreditation can reflect our critical roots but is
practical to deliver. As practitioners we should not run away
from accreditation but use it as an opportunity to mainstream
our critical global foundations into everyday youth work
practice.
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