
A
fter a career in the leisure and
hospitality industry, I decided that I
wanted to train as a social worker

since I knew there was a national shortage of
people ready to work in this undervalued
profession. I also knew from my time working
as a sports coach that I enjoyed working with
young people and saw this as an opportunity
to work with those who need some support
and help in their lives.

I qualified as a social worker three years
ago and after six months working with
children with mental health difficulties in the
voluntary sector I began work in a statutory
role with Warwickshire, in Leamington Spa,
with a Children and Families Long Term
Team. I worked in that team for 18 months
and it became clear to me that I wanted to
work even more closely with the most
challenging young people. I felt that a move
into the youth justice arena would give me an
opportunity in which to do this. And it
certainly has.

In commencing work with the
Warwickshire Youth Offending Service – now
called the Warwickshire Youth Justice Service
(YJS) – I was initially surprised by how much
work and, in particular, contact time is spent
with the young person. When in the
Children’s Team I would visit young people
subject to child protection plans
approximately once a fortnight and if they
were looked after children, once a month.
However, in my new role both the contact

time with young people and my caseload
drastically increased. This was initially quite a
shock for me and took some managing.

My work as a YJS practitioner is extremely
varied and a lot of time is spent out of the
office. One day I may be in court speaking to
magistrates or with more serious offences I
might be speaking to a judge. The following
day I might be in a young offenders institute
overseeing a Detention and Training Order.
Another day I could be in a police station
with a young person, acting in my role as an
appropriate adult during a police interview.

Challenging
The young people I work with can be very
challenging and I often work with people who
have come from very difficult and
disadvantaged backgrounds. As a qualified
social worker I am required to work with the
more vulnerable young people and those who
present as a higher risk to themselves and to
the community. Often when working with the
young people and their families it is clear that
they have slipped through the bulging child
protection net. Some are remanded to the

care of the local authority due to their age or
other circumstances which mean they are
unable to return home. In Warwickshire we
are extremely lucky to have the use of
Barnardo’s Bail Remand Intensive Care and
Support (BRICS) foster placements. This
allows us to offer courts an alternative to
custody, should it be felt that the person’s
offending will continue if they return home.

One of the advantages of working in the
Youth Justice Service is that it is a multi-
agency team with a wealth of experience and
skills. My colleagues are social workers,
probation officers, youth workers, police
officers, Connexions workers, health
professionals, and other practitioners who
specialise in substance misuse interventions,
education, accommodation, and parenting.
When I complete an assessment using ASSET
– a structured assessment tool used by youth
offending teams (YOTs) in England and
Wales; a version of the system is also
employed in Scotland – I am required to look
at all the areas of a young person’s life which
may have led to their offending and then
devise an intervention plan to meet their
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needs. I can then refer the young person to
the appropriate practitioner for support.

This is a model of multi-agency work that I
feel children’s teams could benefit from
greatly. At the moment social workers from
children’s services value the input from the
YJS, which often supports the young person’s
care plan. A lot of the work I am required to
do can seem quite authoritarian to the young
person and I need to have an imaginative
approach to how I look to engage them. One
of the most important factors in successfully
working with a young person is building that
positive relationship. Often practitioners
become one of the most important and
positive influencing factors in a young
person’s life. However, from a social work
point of view I find it very challenging to
balance welfare and justice issues when I can
often see that a young person’s offending is
clearly linked to their welfare needs.

Workers within this field promote sports,
arts or education projects to divert young
people from re-offending, often by showing
an interest themselves. For example, a
colleague and I recently set up a football team
for young people in Rugby in response to
being told, “I’ve got nothing to do, I’m bored”
by various young people on our caseloads.
Even though they had asked for this, however,
they appeared not to have the necessary drive
or confidence to turn up initially.

Yet after a slow start the project is steadily
building up and is proving more valuable to
the young people than simply an opportunity
to become involved in sport. Each week new
issues crop up and we have discussions with
them about topics such as substance misuse
and sexual health. This gives us a chance to
explore important issues that perhaps they
would have struggled to mention in a
different setting.

There are also a lot of other opportunities
for young people, established by our YJS
reparation practitioners who involve them in
various projects, including gardening,

cooking, photography and music, as well as
woodwork and sewing – all of which help
them develop skills and interests.

Since working in the youth justice system it
has become clear to me that the system that
has been introduced is a target led ideology.
This is apparent in the national standards
which determine our work and its frequency.
The amount of paperwork that needs to be
completed and the constant auditing can be
testing, particularly when it takes away the
time I need to spend with young people. Is it
possible to collect statistics on motivational
capacity or improvements in self esteem? I
support the theory of pro-social modelling –
leading by example – as I believe that the
young people that I meet through the youth
justice system often do not have adequate role
models in their lives.

Measure 
Leading by example and building a strong
working relationship with young people are
each simply too difficult to measure. Indeed, I
think one of the most important things a
practitioner can do when working with a
young person is to simply believe in them.
Can statistics truly demonstrate this? I don’t
believe they can.

As in all areas of social work, when you
work so intensely with a young person it is at
times difficult not to become emotionally
attached. When I first started at YJS, I spent
time with a 13-year-old in a police cell who
was about to be remanded into custody. He
was sobbing and all he wanted to do was go
home to his mum, but he had committed at
least ten burglaries and had to face the
consequences of his actions. However, when a
young person breaks down it can be
challenging to retain a clear perspective.

And then there are positive cases, such as a
17-year-old youth I recently worked with. He
was homeless, and had been since he was 16.
He had committed several thefts which, he
told me, he had to do in order to survive. This
young man had literally been missed by all
services and let down by his family. Initially
he had not wanted to engage with anyone and
was extremely resistant to any intervention.
After a lot of hard work by various
practitioners we began to support him in
moving his life forward. On his 18th birthday

I went to see him for a final time before he
transferred to the Probation Service. I visited
him in his newly acquired one bedroom flat
that he was busily decorating. He greeted me
with a big smile, full of confidence and
talking positively about his future.

Frustrating 
Spending a lot of time in youth courts it does
become frustrating seeing an endless stream
of young people coming through the youth
justice system. I think this highlights the need
for much greater early intervention provision
to help stop young people becoming
criminalised. There appears to be a lot of
work that goes into a young person once they
have committed an offence but less for those
who are on the cusp of offending. It also
becomes frustrating when some schools and
other services try to pass on a young person
to an alternative service, as they do not wish
to deal with the ‘problem’.

In recent months young offenders have
increasingly entered the spotlight in the
national press, placing ever more scrutiny on
YJS practitioners. Of course, unlike the media
and sentencers, we get to see the difficult lives
these young people endure, and which have
contributed so greatly to their disaffection.
Whilst we do not condone their offending, we
always seek to understand it.

Essentially the thing I enjoy most about
working in the youth justice system is the
different characters of the young people we
encounter. There is immense enjoyment in
seeing the positive impact a new opportunity
has on the life of a young person, in
developing their self-esteem and skills. That’s
not to say, as with any position in social work,
that it is not challenging. Every day brings
difficult situations to deal with.

The next challenge will be to see how the
new Youth Rehabilitation Order (YRO) will
impact on practice. When my friends ask me,
“why do you do it?” I explain to them, as the
old adage goes, ‘if you’re not a part of the
solution, you’re a part of the problem’. And to
quote the hip hop group Jurassic 5: “What’s
your contribution to life?”
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“Building a strong working relationship with young people
is a difficult activity to measure. Indeed, I think one of the
most important things a practitioner can do when working
with a young person is to simply believe in them. Can
statistics truly demonstrate this? I don’t believe they can.”

Neil W Jones is a social work practicioner with
the Youth Justice Service in Warwickshire
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