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The setting:

Youth Vision are a charity (formally constituted in August 2009) that works with hard-to-reach young people; young people who are having problems focussing at school and remaining engaged with those around them and society. Through the use of Earth Skills (shelter building, fire making etc) and intensive group and individual work, Youth Vision seeks to reconnect with the young people. The work is done with a high staff/volunteer: young person ratio to be able to offer a great deal of attention. 

Youth Vision has been running groups since 2007 and this evaluation is to enable the growing team of sessional staff, volunteers and volunteer  Directors to build on what is working well and to create a plan for work moving forward.  Threipmuir Farm Steading in the Pentland Regional Park is the base for Youth Vision. As a result of Heritage Lottery funding the young people will be involved, along with partnerships with other organisations and local volunteers interested in socio-archaeology, to carry out structural repairs to the Steading and the garden areas. The therapeutic work of Youth Vision (YV) will carry on around these practical skills. YV is also involved in recognising youth achievement through the John Muir Award scheme.

The evaluation approach taken:

This inquiry was conducted over 2 days of Youth Vision work at Threipmuir Steading: one for the Saturday group and one for the Wednesday school non-attenders group from a local secondary school (Wester Hailes Education Centre). The methods used are based on Participatory Appraisal (PA)/ Action Research – the use of visual tools to elicit discussion on an issue. 

Spider diagrams were used with the young people to look at how they felt about themselves at the start of the programme and what changes they saw at the end of it. Also questions around where they want to go with any new knowledge/ attitudes.

Semi-structured interviews were used with sessional staff, referral staff, volunteers and parents focussing again on perceived changes in the young people and ideas for the future direction of Youth Vision.

9 young people, 3 workers, 2 volunteers and 2 parents were interviewed.

Summary Findings:

What are the main positive changes that you think Youth Vision(YV) has made? (Workers, volunteers and parents)

· Trust building and relationship building.

· The set routine each week.

· The ritual elements that help to build the sense of community.

· The young people are noticeably calmer

· YV has been a positive influence to counter the negative peer influence.

· Noticeable improvement in communication and reasoning:



“He is talking about his life chances and considering wider 

options”

· New friendships made are very important to the young people. They have bonded over sharing food, cooking and just being outside. They view their YV group as a 'community'.

· FOCUS was cited by all staff, volunteers and parents as something that changes in the young people.

· A SENSE OF CALM is also noticeable.

· The benefit to the young people of the adult  ATTENTION is extremely important:



“It's a case of a deficit of attention that has been paid to 


him”

· The simple sense of freedom is huge.


“It is good to watch the development of the group as a volunteer 
and to see all the usual symbols, designer clothes and shoes, being 
stripped away and the young people just enjoying the freedom of 
being outside.”

The young people themselves:

· calmer, 


“I wait to see what is going on before just 'losing it'”

· beginning to see a bigger picture:



“I am starting to see that there are different things I could 


be doing and getting some new ideas”.

· Enjoying being outside. The young people talked about playing on computers all the time and not going outside at all.

· to learn to get on with others (they often talked about being really scared of other people and finding it  very confusing to know who to trust). This was the most challenging aspect of the YV programme for them.

What have been the highlights?

All the young people cited MEDITATION as one of the most useful and enjoyable things they experienced. It brought a sense of calm and a 'warm place inside'.

They all liked the 'bush craft', especially the fire lighting and the stick carving.

Conclusion:

The results of this evaluation will contain few surprises for those involved who have long-known the difficulties faced by these most marginalised young people. 

The evaluation will act as an affirming document to reassure the staff, volunteers and Directors that the work is worth doing; it has a positive impact on the young people involved.

It can also act as a focus document for on-going planning involving the staff, volunteers and Directors and perhaps previous participants. It will be easier to clearly identify the core impacts that YV is having and to communicate these to external funders.

Findings:
Section One – the young person’s perspective: -The Wednesday Group: (2 boys)

How did you feel at the start of YV?
· Nervous, sad and excited.

· No patience

· Not aware of the bigger picture

· Unable to listen all the time

How do you feel now, at the end of the programme?

· Wait to see what is happening.

· Calmer here in the cottage.

· “I don't get accused for my fiddling”

· “I am beginning to see a bigger picture...new ideas and things I could be doing. I really enjoy cooking and I didn't know that before.”

· “I find it very hard to explain my thoughts and to hold the focus [which is why I run away]”

· “ Last week in English I contributed loads”

· Awareness of team working, but finding it challenging:


“I can work in a team, even if I don't want to...I don't like other 
people taking control. People challenge each other in teams and I 
don't like that. I like to win.”
What have you particularly enjoyed?
· The labyrinth. It feels good to be clapped.

· Planting a tree and decorating it.

· Meeting new people.

· Seeing a different side to adults.

· Freedom but with boundaries.

What have you least enjoyed?
· “If one of us is 'kicking off' the other has to wait and nothing gets done.”

· The ending. Feeling sad about not coming back to the cottage.

The Saturday group: (a larger mixed group of males and females, some of whom have been with YV for two programmes).
How did you feel at the start of the programme?  
· “Oh no”

· Grumpy and wary

· Really tired [these teenagers all struggled with the early start in the cold (December) and it did seem to affect their willingness to participate]

· Shy [emphasised strongly by all]

· Bored

What changes have you noticed in yourself?

· Really enjoy the friendship here

· Not so shy. Even with people they have never met

· Still very tired but not so bored.

· More 'chilled' with the meditation.

· More patient and tolerant

· Enjoy being outside now

What have you particularly enjoyed?

· The meditation [all agreed that this was particularly good and useful]
· “It gave me a rest and took me to a warm place”

· The food. Lots of comments about the great taste of the food cooked on the open fire. Also that they will eat vegetables at YV but never at home.

· The inner animal stuff they found good fun.

· All enjoyed the archery

· All enjoyed the bushcraft – fire lighting and stick carving.

· New mates. “Something to look forward to all week”

The Saturday group said they all missed the forest yurt setting, where YV used to take place. They missed the warm, intimate atmosphere in the tent. They liked the woods and the river.

New YV groups are likely to feel the same way about the cottage, once they develop a connection with that place.

Section Two – paid sessional staff:

The context for involvement:

· Bringing a young person as a referral for school non-attendance. A pilot to see if YV can make a real difference.

· Coming from a teaching background and with extensive Earth Skills facilitation experience. 

What are the positive changes that you have noticed?
· Able to build trust with others and to form new relationships.

· Connection with nature. Suddenly noticing the environment that is so close to them and yet that they feel so disconnected from.

· A chance to see adults in a positive light and move on from the parent-child dependency to starting to consider taking personal responsibility.

· The young people gain a better sense of themselves and just learn to 'be'. [for some the course is too short to move them on as they still do not have a positive opinion of themselves, but they can all begin to see new possibilities].

What aspects of the programme help to achieve this?
· The set routine each week (building up the fire, preparing the vegetables and cooking, the circle time).

· The ritual elements that help to build a sense of community.

· “The FORUM [SETTING] and the INTENTION of all the people involved are paramount”

· What is this ‘intention’?

“[those involved] need to believe in reaching people and believe 
in the young people.”

· Cooking and sharing have been a powerful learning in themselves.

Moving forward, what would you change?

· It would be good to involve the young people at an earlier stage, to be involved in setting the agenda for their own YV experience.


“What kind of contract have the young people entered in to? 

What do they think they are there for?”

· By 16 it is too late to know whether YV would make a real difference to their choices e.g. would they stay at school if the intervention was earlier? The best age group would be around 14/15.

· If young people are coming on their own they are scared and defensive. It would be good to meet up as a group in a different setting and do something 'bonding' (especially something where the adults 'look silly', seem less threatening), as well as discussing the programme ahead. 

· “The bonding has been very lovely to watch developing”. The young people become very loyal to the others in their group and it would be good to find some way to keep the connections going after YV.

· There needs to be a much clearer link with the referral agency/school to get a sense of where these young people are coming from.

· More specific focus on the intended OUTCOMES of the programme e.g learning to watch, observe and be still, beginning to work with others;



“If you can get beyond that you can build in tasks and 


arouse their curiosity”

The above comments led on to a discussion of the Earth Skills programme as there is a possible tension between what 'skills' the young people should be gaining in that area (the facilitators may see their brief as to develop those skills) and whether the focus is more on other personal development outcomes, with the Earth Skills as a means to develop these.


“With this group it would be best to take things right back, they just need time to play in the woods”

         “They really need time to play. They are too defensive about being taught....introduce some guided games and build up from there”.
· YV needs to go in to the school and make real connections with the Curriculum, to help the teachers to see how YV can meet their learning outcomes.

· YV needs to present a professional package that schools can relate to,



”Teachers need to feel justified in their choice.”
· Within the YV team better clarity of role and communication is needed;

”Who is focussing on what and how that fits in to the bigger picture of 
what we are trying to achieve.”
· It would be good to have a Review Day with all involved (staff, volunteers, Directors) to focus on 'what can realistically be achieved in 10 weeks?’ From there, objectives can be set around key outcomes. We can then use peoples' skills to the best advantage.

Section Three – referral agents perspective:

Have the aims been met as far as WHEC (Wester Hailes Education Centre) are concerned?
· Initially, the group was aimed at school leavers but we had a Transition Group of 3rd and 4th years already formed. For most of them the YV programme of being out with school all day clashed with their other commitments. The two boys that did continue have got a lot out of it.

· There is a danger that this could be seen simply as a nice escape from school.

How could the partnership with YV be strengthened?

· YV staff should work in WHEC for some of the time to understand the constraints on us.

· “The young people miss out on 6 hours of their education and it is hard for me to justify that to other colleagues and to help them to catch up”.

· Would work better for us as an afternoon session.

· Teachers should be able to meet with Sara Beauregard (YV Director) so that subject teachers can have an input and understand how YV fits with their learning objectives.

· YV would fit best with kids on part-time timetables and the Alternative Curriculum.

What changes could be made to the programme?

· Clarify the learning aims e.g. focus on 5 points of survival related to coping mechanisms in their real world. How to preserve their inner-calmness in the class room?

· What new approaches could be fed back to WHEC staff? e.g. when the attention-seeking behaviour starts again, how can the young people be reminded to be still, to use their inner-shelter?

· Feedback would help to demonstrate the usefulness of YV to teachers and clarify who they can refer to it. Sara needs to come to the school to demonstrate how YV can help our most non-engaged kids, to review with teachers how the programme is going and to bring the behavioural changes back to the classroom. We need to firm up an exit strategy that teachers can be part of.

· Getting the parents to come up to YV would be hard but essential. 

· The young people could present a movie of their learning and stillness at YV to parents and teachers.

· “With such needy young people, I think that 6 should be the maximum group size.” 

· 10 weeks is a good length, running August to December.

· How do we manage an Exit strategy? The boys are not keen for this to end.

· YV should not be for just the 'bad kids' but be seen as a chance for change.

What are the main changes you have noticed in the boys?

· “A is not so needy. He is not at me for attention all the time”.

· “B is not responding so well. He can see the contrast with his pretty awful life. He needs to see that he can cope by himself”.

· FOOD is a huge issue. B has an eating disorder and can't stop eating sugary junk. A is unable to eat at all most of the time and is well underweight. The really interesting thing is the way that both boys have eaten the healthy vegetarian soup. A has taken a real interest in food and we can build on that.

· YV is definitely worth repeating.

· These kids just need time to play, which has been missing from their lives.


“They are well outside their 'comfort zone' but they feel safe here”.

· “They have feelings of such loss in their lives and I wonder how we best deal with that?”

Section Four – volunteers perspective:

What do you value most about being here?

· Being outdoors and engaging with young people in a practical way.

· Personal negative experiences with school and early teens gives an empathy with the young people.

· Being a positive role model.

· Challenging the information, “from X factor and Strictly” that young people are trying to learn from.

· “There is a deep-rooted fear of criticism and an assumption of failure” [that YV aims to challenge].

· “I learnt myself that the things that I feared most were the things that I needed most...I used to be terrified of people”.
What personal volunteer and staff qualities work best?

· Having gifts to share and a natural authority (different from skill):


“The authority with these kids has to be hidden”

· Encourage from behind rather than lead from the front.

· Flexibility – working with the situation.

· INTENTION of action is very important.

What changes have you noticed in the young people?

· Positive changes in focus and task completion:


“[He] came here with attention problems. He worked for 4 hours 
without stopping [to dig that drain]. You can see he has brilliant ideas. 
He can complete a task using his own initiative out here.”
· Increased awareness, and appreciation, of their environment:


“At the start they only noticed man-made things but as time went on 
they noticed nature”
· A positive regression to just playing.

· “B doesn't run away all the time, and when he does he stays close by and listens to what is going on.”

· Able to speak up for themselves e.g A has used his confidence with in YV to be able to feed back constructively on what was wrong with his work placement.

What changes do you think are needed to the YV programme?

· Potential conflict with the Earth skills workers plans. The activity takes x amount of time. A and B could be taking more control with more input and negotiation with them at circle time.


There is a big difference between child-led work and what happens 
when paid workers are leading:


“The day shouldn’t just happen to them but be a day for them to 
do things”

· It would be a really good idea to have a structured review day with YV to look at developing a programme of skills that are personal ones rather than Earth skills. The Earth skills can be used to help develop the personal ones, but are not the reason to be there. More of a structured skills development course in terms of co-operation and confidence, with a review mid-way through to see who is making progress.
· It is probably less important to stick to a set timeline for the day but to have the skills there as a focus for the group. The rest is about managing group dynamics.

· Intention was not clear from the beginning. Volunteers need to be told the purpose and feel they have an active part in that purpose.

·  Not a consistent approach amongst staff and some of the volunteers are not ready to take on leadership roles yet.

Section Five – the parents perspective:

Why did you get involved?

· Son needed some positive input as has a very negative peer influence.

· Having problems with my daughter's behaviour. 

· There is a harsh context in society where young people will not commit to anything and neither will their parents.

What changes have you noticed in your child?

· YV has helped to re-focus him and reconnect him with his love of the outdoors.

· At the start of the YV programme he was hostile, unfocussed and non-conformist (especially where school rules were concerned). At the end of the programme his communication and reasoning have come to the fore.

· He is a very loyal boy and has shown that within this group.

· He is talking about his life chances and considering wider options. My daughter is making friends here and enjoying being outdoors.

· He is motivated to be liked and to form new friendships.

· The kids have bonded really well with each other and with Sara. The boys have especially bonded and admired Gavin (‘the wilderness man’)

Taking things forward:
The initial funding for Youth Vision came from Awards for All to run the first open groups and then a second funding round for the schools work with Wester Hailes Education Centre. Both have been successful pilots. The next step will be to secure matched funding to take forward the Heritage Lottery project, to be able to pay for co-ordinator and admin worker time as well as sessional workers time. YV are working on a formal induction for new volunteers and expanding the management committee.

Regular Review Days are planned to keep in touch with the views of all stakeholders (young people, parents, staff and volunteers).  Sara, as a qualified youth counsellor, is able to offer follow-up one-to-one counselling sessions to young people within the schools setting.

Connections will be made with other projects working in a similar field and partnerships sought.
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